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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Although research on teachers’ comments on student papers is fairly common and 
has remained an ongoing area of interest since at least the 1970s, composition studies has 
not yet investigated how teachers’ commenting beliefs and practices change over time, 
particularly graduate teaching assistants’ (GTAs’) commenting practices. GTAs are an 
important subgroup of composition instructors to study because not only do they teach a 
considerable number of first-year composition (FYC) classes across the country, they are 
also the future of the profession. This dissertation reports the results of a mixed-methods 
longitudinal study of novice GTAs’ commenting beliefs (i.e., goals, perceived strengths 
and weaknesses) and practices across their first two years of teaching FYC classes at a 
large, land-grant university. This research also examines the connections between GTAs’ 
beliefs and practices and their programs of study and experiences with writing pedagogy 
education (WPE). 
The results of this study indicate that GTAs’ comments do undergo some change, 
and this change is effected by the GTAs’ time spent teaching, recent WPE experiences, 
degree programs, and areas of study. However, in nearly all cases, the effect that these 
variables have on GTAs’ comments is small. In addition, interviews with GTAs reveal 
that their self–reported commenting goals, strengths, and weaknesses also change over 
time. GTAs who had acceptable or positive experiences as students and/or teachers that 
conflicted with their perceived commenting expectations developed some resistance to 
these expectations, especially after their first semester of teaching. Over time, GTAs also 
xi 
moved from being doubtful of their credibility to more assured, from being concerned 
with their students’ emotional reactions to their own emotions, and from emphasizing the 
content of their comments to valuing the ways in which they were writing the comments. 
These results indicate that more formal WPE may have an impact on GTAs’ teaching 
practices and should include a focus on the emotional labor connected to teaching 
writing.  
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CHAPTER 1.    INTRODUCTION 
Problem Statement 
Although research on teachers’ comments on student papers is fairly common and has 
remained an ongoing area of interest since at least the 1970s in the field of composition and 
in other disciplines, such as teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL) and 
education, the field of composition has not yet investigated how teachers’ comments on their 
students’ papers change over time, particularly in terms of GTAs’ commenting practices. 
Commenting is the practice of providing students with feedback (typically though not 
exclusively written) on their papers or major class assignments. Sometimes referred to as 
response or feedback, these comments take different forms, with some appearing in the 
margins and others at the end of the students’ papers. Marginal comments are typically 
written on the margins of a paper and focused on specific parts of the students’ papers, such 
as the following example: “This is also a little confusing. How would you rewrite this 
sentence for clarity?” Terminal comments, typically written at the end of a paper, are more 
summative, like the following:  
[Student Name], 
You really did an excellent job describing your “place” on campus. You let the reader 
know that this is an important spot for you because it feels like home, and it allows 
you to take a break when campus is feeling overwhelming. There are some sentences 
in this paper that need a little reworking. If you choose to revise this paper for your 
final portfolio, reread sentences to make sure you are saying what you want to say in 
the clearest way possible. 
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Previous research on teacher comments has focused on commenting best practices 
and theory, with a particular emphasis on how students perceive (e.g., Zigmond, 2013) and 
use comments (e.g., Dohrer, 1991; Ferris, 2014), what kind of wordings or phrasings works 
best for which groups of students (e.g., Crismore & Vande Kopple, 2010; Ferris et al., 1997), 
and categorizing the types of comments teachers tend to write (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 
1993; Smith, 1997), amongst other topics. However, one particular topic that we still know 
very little about is how TAs develop longitudinally in terms of the written comments they 
provide for students on their papers. 
This area of research is worth exploring because commenting is widely considered to 
be one of the most time–consuming and challenging parts of a composition instructor’s job 
(e.g., Babb & Corbett, 2016; Caswell, 2014; Sommers, 1982; Straub, 2000), and this may be 
doubly the case for GTAs. Sommers (1982) suggests that it takes teachers 20 to 40 minutes 
to respond to just one student paper; multiply that amount of time by the number of students 
per section, which hovers around 24 students, and that is quite a bit of time—over 17 hours 
for just one set of papers. It takes not only considerable time, but also a lot of attention and 
effort to provide students with feedback—and it may be the case that new GTAs will need 
even more time than their more experienced colleagues; new GTAs have not yet had the time 
to develop expertise about the courses they are teaching and grow more comfortable with and 
knowledgeable about providing written comments for student papers. 
In addition to learning how to comment in a reasonable amount of time, new GTAs 
must also learn how to best comment, a sometimes confusing task. For instance, what 
students say they value in teacher comments and the actual comments they tend to use when 
revising frequently conflict; Haswell (2006) reports that students want comments that are 
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nondirective and focus on global issues (i.e., comments that address higher–order concerns 
such as the thesis, organization, and/or development of ideas), but when forced to revise, 
students tend to focus almost exclusively on directive and local comments (i.e., comments 
that address lower–order concerns such as grammar and punctuation).  
This area of research should also be pursued because it contributes to the discussion 
surrounding how GTAs are prepared to teach writing. By investigating the ways in which 
GTAs comment on student papers over time, this study may help in suggesting revisions for 
current best practices for both preparing GTAs to teach first-year composition (FYC)
1
 and 
supporting GTAs at various stages of their programnot just at the beginning of their 
teaching careers. 
Additionally, as more and more state legislatures extend accountability legislation 
from K–12 education into higher education (e.g., Flaherty, 2013; Missouri Department of 
Higher Education), it is becoming increasingly evident that more assessment in higher 
education will become the new normal. Scholars working in composition studies need to be 
prepared to defend and advocate for the quality and necessity of their work; as Ed White 
(2005) famously proclaimed, “Assess thyself or assessment shall be done unto thee.” For 
public accountability measures, FYC programs are often the most obvious manifestations of 
the work most composition programs do. After all, college enrollment remains on the rise; 
between 2002 and 2012 alone, the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) reported 
that undergraduate enrollment in degree–granting institutes increased by 24%. Since FYC 
classes remain perhaps the only classes that nearly all students will take (Crowley, 1993) and 
because enrollment is projected to continue rising (NCES), FYC classes will remain in high  
                                                 
1
 Defined by the National Census of Writing as “first-year writing courses taught by faculty, adjuncts, or TAs in 
an English Department or Writing program/department,” FYC classes are foundational writing courses that are 
designed for first-year students and frequently taken by students beyond their first year of college.  
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demand—and many English departments, especially at large universities, will continue to be 
tasked with the formidable job of staffing those many needed sections of FYC. 
While many different types of instructors teach FYC, such as tenured faculty, 
adjuncts, and part-time and full–time teachers, a substantial number of sections are taught by 
graduate teaching assistants (GTAs). According to some of the most recent information on 
the number of GTAs teaching composition, the “Final Report of the MLA Committee on 
Professional Employment” (1997) found that in PhD–granting departments, GTAs taught 
63% of first-year writing courses and in MA–granting departments, GTAs taught 11% of 
those courses. The National Census of Writing reports that 42% of the participating 
institutions that grant doctoral and/or master’s degree have English GTAs teaching sections 
of FYC. In addition, graduate enrollment is rising; there was a 24% increase between 2002 
and 2012, according to the NCES. Thus, since FYC GTAs are on the front lines of 
composition studies, it is important to learn what measures can and should be taken to 
improve their abilities to teach one of the most commonly required courses at the 
universityand one way to accomplish this is to research GTAs’ written comments on 
student papers.  
Background of the Problem 
Educating GTAs About Teaching 
This growing number of graduate students being employed as GTAs is not surprising; 
while it has gone in fits and bursts, higher education has been offering a growing number of 
teaching assistantships to its graduate students since the 1800s. However, while GTAs have 
been part of the university for quite a while, systematic efforts to prepare GTAs for teaching 
are a fairly recent development that only came to the fore during the 1970s academic jobs 
crisis. Any number of composition teachers educated before this time can report horror 
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stories of their entire preparation to teach FYC consisting of being handed a textbook and 
told the room number for their class (e.g., Estrem & Reid, 2012; Fulkerson, 2001; Pytlik, 
2001). Before the 1970s, preparation either before or while GTAs taught was minimal at 
best, but frequently nonexistent. In a few rare graduate programs there was some pedagogy 
preparation, including activities like the shadowing and observation of professors that took 
place at Harvard, but these initiatives were few and far between (Pytlik, 2001). Although 
Pytlik (2001) argues that since the Civil War there have been ever–growing calls for more 
preparation for new teachers of composition, pervasive was the certainty “that a good man 
will learn to teach by teaching, and… that if one could write English, he could teach others to 
write it” (p. 4). Indeed, many faculty were quite resistant to providing education to GTAs on 
how to teach. While in recent years this attitude about the necessity of preparing GTAs to 
teach has waned, it has not entirely left higher education.  
In the years between the 1970s and the present, preparation for composition GTAs in 
particular has both expanded and improved. It now includes activities such as pre–service 
orientations, in–service practica, mentorship programs, and work as writing tutors, amongst 
others practices—activities that are more common and comprehensive than what is 
frequently offered to GTAs in other disciplines (Lattuca & Stark, 2009). Ongoing education 
is also more available; while unclear on whether it is required, the National Census of 
Writing states that 82% of its respondents reported that professional development is available 
for those teaching FYC at their institution. In addition, composition GTAs are also supported 
by professional organizations like the Council of Writing Program Administrators (CWPA) 
and College Composition and Communication (CCC); in 2015, CCC updated their Statement 
on Preparing Teachers of College Writing, which includes recommendations for preparing 
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graduate TAs. CCC advocates for a variety of coursework in composition along with classes 
in multimedia literacy, pre–semester as well as semester–long training, and mentorship work. 
The current state of teaching education is both more useful than and a vast 
improvement over the lack of opportunities available before the 1970s. However, research is 
mixed on whether current best practices for preparing GTAs to teach are effective beyond the 
first semester or year, suggesting that there is still much we do not know about how GTAs’ 
teaching practices develop. Although no comprehensive and recent study exists that presents 
a profile of composition GTAs, common knowledge suggests that most pedagogy education 
does not extend beyond the first semester, or perhaps the first year—a practice that Reid, 
Estrem, and Belcheir (2012) argue may be problematic. They claim that composition is 
currently using the “inoculation method2” of teaching composition pedagogy, and just as it is 
mistaken to think that writing itself can be learned in a one–shot class, neither can GTAs be 
“inoculated” against bad teaching principles and therefore be done learning how to teach 
after a semester or two. Reid and colleagues’ (2012) work questions whether this pervasive 
inoculation approach is enough to teach composition pedagogy principles, including 
commenting strategies and methods, to new GTAs in a way that will be remembered beyond 
the semester of the initial practicum course. Wilhoit (2011) addresses the lack of longitudinal 
research that focuses on which instructional techniques for preparing GTAs to teach are most 
effective, and furthermore, when the most effective time is to introduce those techniques. 
Also, Duba–Biederman (1993) points out that GTAs’ academic stages affects their 
development: GTAs in their first year, middle year, and dissertating stage all need different 
kinds of support for their teaching. However, what those different kinds of support should 
                                                 
2
 Similar to a one-time inoculation against a disease, “inoculation method” refers to the belief that one class 
(frequently, FYC) can “inoculate” its students against bad habits or skills.  
7 
look like for composition GTAs remains unclear. Thus, although understandable given the 
time and monetary restrictions facing many writing program administrators, composition 
studies’ focus is on helping new GTAs with their initial acclimation and preparation to teach, 
overlooking the importance of providing ongoing support for GTAs who have already gone 
through some pedagogy education, thus reinforcing the inoculation model of education. 
Defining Terms: Writing Pedagogy Education (WPE) 
Not only has the preparation of GTAs been problematic, defining what we mean by 
“preparation of GTAs” is also something of a problem, indicating that establishing consistent 
terms and definitions for this concept is crucial. Composition and writing program 
administration scholars have not consistently used any one, single term to describe the 
process of preparing GTAs to teach. Rather, this idea has gone by many different names, all 
carrying with them different implications and connotations, terms such as GTA training, 
professionalization, professional development, and pedagogy education amongst others. 
Furthermore, within a single work, authors may refer to this practice by many different 
terms, further complicating its meanings. 
GTA training is a common way to refer to the activities in which GTAs participate to 
ready themselves to teach (e.g., Ianetta, McCamley, & Quick, 2007; Latterell, 1996; 
Leverenz & Goodburn, 1998). However, Richard Fulkerson (2001) points out that “training” 
suggests something of a rote response to a situation, when in actuality teachers must be 
“prepared” to make smart decisions amongst many contextual factors. Thus, rather than 
“training,” Fulkerson and others (e.g., Wilhoit, 2001) use the term “teacher preparation” to 
capture the many different activities GTAs may participate in to get ready for teaching. One 
problem, however, with this term is that “preparation” indicates activities completed either 
before GTAs begin teaching or very early into the GTAs’ teaching careers, perhaps 
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indicating only the first semester. For instance, GTAs who have been teaching for several 
semesters may be quite prepared to teach, but would still benefit from activities that would 
help them reflect on or hone their teaching abilities. While it would be possible to instead use 
the term “professional development” to capture all the preparation and improvement 
activities in which a GTA may participate, this term also comes with extra connotations that 
indicate activities like preparing for conference presentations or publishing (Enos, 2002). 
Rather than use these aforementioned terms, I will instead use Reid and colleagues’ 
(2012) term: writing pedagogy education (WPE). Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir use this term to 
refer to formal elements of a pedagogy program that provide both preparatory and ongoing 
activities for GTAs of varying experience levels. Thus, this term manages to avoid the 
possibly reductivist and simplistic connotations that accompany “GTA training” while also 
capturing activities that happen throughout a GTA’s career. 
Purpose Statement 
Composition GTAs are likely to be enrolled in an English graduate program, and may 
be seeking specialization in many different disciplinary areas of study such as creative 
writing, linguistics, TESOL, literature, rhetoric, professional communication, or composition. 
Even though many of these GTAs are not pursuing a career in composition studies and will 
not remain teachers of FYC beyond their graduate program, composition is responsible for 
preparing all FYC GTAs to be effective and successful teachers during their time teaching 
the class. However, while composition GTAs are frequently better and more thoroughly 
prepared to teach than many of their peers in other departments, composition studies has 
further to go in helping GTAs incorporate composition pedagogy’s best practices and 
theories, including those regarding commenting on student work, into their own teaching in 
ways that last beyond their first semester or year of teaching. By investigating this particular 
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area, this research can shed light on not only research into teacher comments but also make 
conclusions relevant to the conversations surrounding WPE for GTAs. Taken together, this 
research aims to suggest revisions for current best practices for both preparing GTAs to teach 
composition and supporting GTAs at various stages of their program—not just at the 
beginning of their teaching careers. 
 Therefore, the purposes of this study are the following: 
1. to gain an understanding of how GTAs describe their commenting goals, strengths, 
and weaknesses and 
2. to determine whether the form and/or content of GTAs’ comments on student papers 
change over a two–year period, a length of time that encompasses the entire teaching 
careers of MA students while also representing a substantial early portion of a Ph.D. 
or MFA student’s graduate program. 
Since this study will investigate how teacher comments change over time, by 
encompassing the participants’ earliest encounters with comments and WPE, two years 
should allow time for GTAs to demonstrate change. This study will then compare any 
changes to the GTAs’ responses to a survey (completed each semester) that asks for 
demographic information, information on the participants’ degree program, area of study, 
and recent participation in activities related to WPE. Data will also be used from 
interviews (completed each semester) in which participants were asked to reflect on their 
comments, including their goals, perceived strengths, and perceived weaknesses of their 
commenting practices. 
Overview of Dissertation Organization 
This dissertation will be divided into five chapters. Chapter two will further 
contextualize this study by presenting a detailed literature review that will cover what is 
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currently known about teacher comments, current practices for preparing GTAs to teach, and 
the development of teacher beliefs. Chapter three will detail and rationalize the mixed–
methods design of this study, justifying both the qualitative and quantitative methods to be 
used. This chapter will also describe the procedure, instrumentation, and the data analysis 
and interpretation methods. Chapter 4 will overview the findings, and Chapter 5 will discuss 
those results, detail implications, and conclude the study.  
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CHAPTER 2.    LITERATURE REVIEW 
Research on teacher comments comes from several fields, including applied 
linguistics and teaching English to speakers of other languages (TESOL), as well as 
specialized areas within composition studies, including writing program administration 
(WPA) studies. However, to understand how graduate teaching assistants (GTAs) learn to 
comment, research must determine the current state of writing pedagogy education (WPE) 
with regard to commenting practices and investigate the development of teacher beliefs. 
Research on these two topics indicates that commenting best practices are contradictory and 
that even experienced teachers struggle to implement best practices and stay aware of their 
own commenting practices. In addition, some of the problems that teachers have in these two 
areas are likely related to two things: teachers’ WPE experiences and how teachers form and 
change their beliefs. In the following literature review, research related to teacher comments 
will first be overviewed, followed by a discussion of the current state of WPE and the 
development of teacher beliefs. 
Teacher Comments 
Composition studies has a rich and varied history of researching teacher comments. 
Research investigating teacher comments on student papers extends as far back as the 1940s 
and continues today, with a flurry of research occurring during the 1970s and ‘80s. While 
research during the 1940s focused largely on issues of correctness and suggesting better ways 
to mark errors on student papers (e.g., Halvorson, 1940; Morrison & Vernon, 1941), some 
later work is fairly prescient in its reflection of more contemporary concerns regarding both 
the efficacy of teacher–written comments (e.g., Page, 1958) and the possibilities of using 
nonwritten feedback instead of written comments (e.g., Kallsen, 1965; Lowe, 1963; Powell, 
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1964). During the ‘70s and ‘80s, many studies reflected a growing concern over the danger 
of teachers’ feedback dominating rather than recognizing and empowering students’ goals in 
writing, with teachers therefore appropriating their students’ texts by being overly 
prescriptive or descriptive (e.g., Atkinson, 1975; Brannon & Knoblauch, 1982). Another area 
of growing interest was establishing what kinds of comments are more or less effective in 
terms of the favorability of student responses (e.g., Ziv, 1980). More recent teacher comment 
scholarship shares these concerns (e.g., Dohrer, 1991; Ferris, 1997; Lizzio & Wilson, 2008) 
and includes an interest in categorizing common types of teacher comments. 
Indeed, much teacher comment research investigates the form of comments (i.e., 
linguistic features; valence), the content of the comment (i.e., the topic), or both. Many of the 
studies researching the form of comments come from TESOL and are interested in how 
effective different valences and sentence types are for ESL (English as a second language) 
students (e.g., Baker & Bricker, 2010; Crismore & Van de Kopple, 2010; Ferris, 1997; Ferris 
et al., 1997; Hyland & Hyland, 2001), though directive versus nondirective feedback has 
been a topic of discussion in composition studies at least since Atkinson (1975). Studies 
focusing on the content of teacher comments are largely interested in identifying areas of 
focus in teachers’ comments (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Dohrer, 1991; Ferris, Pezone, 
Tade, and Tinti, 1997; Johnson–Shull & Rysdam, 2012; Lunsford & Lunsford, 2008; 
Sommers, 1982; Smith, 1997).  
Throughout this research, several common findings and methods indicate the need for 
continued research into the area of teacher comments. First, many of the teachers in these 
studies are instructors, adjuncts, professors, or teachers with unspecified job titles, indicating 
that previous studies pay little attention to any differences in the practices of different kinds 
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of teachers, with particularly little attention toward GTAs. Secondly, research suggests that 
the content of the comments that teachers tend to provide on student papers are not terribly 
effective, both in terms of aiding students in making substantive revisions and in terms of 
student-reported satisfaction with their comments; indeed, despite research recommending 
the contrary, a majority of comments have been found to focus on lower–order concerns, 
such as sentence–level errors, rather than higher–order concerns, such as developing or 
effectively organizing ideas (e.g., Dohrer, 1991; Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Johnson–Shull 
& Rysdam, 2012; Sommers, 1982). These findings suggest that if even experienced 
instructors or professors have a difficult time implementing the best practices suggested by 
the field, then further investigation may be needed into inexperienced GTAs’ commenting 
practices. Finally, much of this research focuses on understanding student perceptions of 
teacher comments at one point in time, leaving a dearth of research investigating how 
teachers’ comments develop or change longitudinally.  
In the following sections, the researcher will further delineate the literature related to 
teacher comments, including studies that categorize and count teacher comments, analyze 
teacher comments, suggest commenting methods, analyze the effectiveness of and/or student 
reaction to teacher comments, connect commenting and grading to emotional labor, and link 
teacher awareness to commenting practices. Much of this research is within composition 
studies, but several pieces come from other fields such as higher education, applied 
linguistics, and TESOL. These sections will also continue to elaborate on the need and 
rationale for the current study. 
Categorizing and counting teacher comments 
Studies that count and categorize teacher comments on student papers are fairly 
common. However, only a few researchers have worked with a dataset that goes beyond the 
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comments of a handful of teachers. Connors and Lunsford’s (1993) landmark study on 
teacher comments analyzed comments from 3,000 student papers in order to identify the 
types of “global comments” (i.e., comments that refer to the content and rhetorical features of 
a paper) that teachers tend to use. Much like many of the other studies that categorize and 
count teacher comments, Connors and Lunsford developed categories for teacher comments, 
some of which focused on the content of the comment, such as reader response, while others 
focused on the form, particularly the valence. Some of the authors’ most remarkable findings 
include that of the 3,000 papers they analyzed, 23% did not have a single global comment. 
The authors and their coders were also struck by “the large number of short, careless, 
exhausted, or insensitive comments” (p. 215), findings that are echoed in many other works 
(e.g., Johnson–Shull & Rysdam, 2012; Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985). The authors speculate 
that instructors’ workload, suspicions that their comments are ignored and, importantly, their 
amount of training in pedagogy may contribute to the dearth of thoughtful and careful 
comments that encourage revision, show awareness of the writer’s situation, and explain why 
the teacher dis/approves of the feature on which they are commenting. While Connors and 
Lunsford’s contributions should not be underrated, their results come from a data set that is 
now approaching 30 years old, and in the intervening years, portfolios and revision have 
become ubiquitous features of first-year composition (FYC) classes. In addition, Web 2.0 
technologies have enabled teachers to easily type, rather than handwrite, comments and offer 
screencast or audio feedbackchanges that may also have an impact on the type and quality 
of comments that teachers provide. 
In addition to collecting a large number of papers, some studies have also 
incorporated writing from other disciplines. While Johnson–Shull and Rysdam (2012) did not 
15 
look at as many teacher comments as Connors and Lunsford (1993), Johnson–Shull and 
Rysdam’s data set comes from papers from over 60 courses from across a universitynot 
just composition or English classes. The researchers categorized comments on these papers 
into five total categories based on the content of the comment: 
1. editing marks or corrections: “editing symbols or marks on the page that 
removed or added text using teacher words as replacements” 
2. non sequiturs: “symbol or marking that lacked an interpretation key” 
3. offered guidance toward improvement: “demonstrated the teacher's intention 
for student revision and were stated in a helpful, non–sarcastic manner” 
4. praise: “any positive response” 
5. labeled failure: “demonstrated the teacher's intention for student revision and 
were stated in a helpful, non–sarcastic manner” (p. 33).  
Johnson–Shull and Rysdam’s findings suggest that the frequency of hasty and confusing 
comments found by Connors and Lunsford (1993) are not isolated to FYC classes since 
corrections (42% of all comments) and non sequiturs (33% of all comments) were the most 
common types of comments they identified out of the five categories they developed. The 
authors argue that these findings are somewhat surprising; given the perennial complaint that 
grading student papers takes a long time, teachers in their study seem to be spending most of 
their time and effort marking student errors and writing comments that are likely 
unintelligible to students. 
While Connors and Lunsford (1993) and Johnson–Shull and Rysdam (2012) look at 
many teachers’ comments, they are not tracking how individual teachers’ comments differ or 
develop across time. A TESOL study (Ferris et al., 1997) is one of very few that takes a 
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longitudinal approach. The authors developed a method of analyzing teacher comments on 
ESL students’ papers, focusing on the “aim or intent” (i.e., content) and “linguistic features,” 
(i.e., form) of the comment (p. 163). By applying this framework to the comments of one 
ESL teacher across two semesters, they found that several factors, including the individual 
student, the point in the semester, and the type of assignment, all influenced the substance 
and form of teacher comments. The authors emphasize that their findings are not 
generalizable, since they are based on the analysis of only one teacher’s comments, but they 
do argue that their findings indicate that there is no “one–size–fits–all” best style of 
commenting, and the most effective comments may instead be those that are most sensitive 
to the aforementioned factors (p. 178).  
In addition to the lack of longitudinal studies on teacher comments, there are no 
studies that focus on GTAs’ comments, though a few studies do include GTAs as 
participants. Smith’s (1997) genre analysis of end comments included comments drawn from 
the aforementioned Connors and Lunsford (1993) study along with comments she collected 
from ten Penn State GTAs. In her work, Smith (1997) developed three “primary genre” 
categories, a term she adapted from Bahktin’s (1986) primary speech genres indicating a unit 
of discourse that has stable content and forms over repeated use, to describe both the purpose 
and content of terminal comments. Her three primary genres are judging, reader–response, 
and coaching, of which there are several subcategories. She ultimately recommends that 
although the end comment is a genre with recurring conventions (e.g., a positive evaluation 
followed by a negative evaluation or coaching, then a positive evaluation or coaching), 
teachers should try to break the conventions of the end comment in order to draw students’  
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attention to what the comments are saying, thereby making the comments more likely to be 
read carefully, understood, and used to improve on future work. 
Many studies categorize teacher comments in general, but some are focused on 
students’ sentence–level and grammatical errors, specifically. Connors and Lunsford (1988) 
collected a corpus of 20,000 student papers, selected a stratified and random sample of 3,000 
papers, and determined how many errors were present in the student papers versus how many 
of those errors the teachers marked. They found that teachers marked 43% of the errors in a 
given student paper, and they suggested that the reasons underlying teachers’ decisions to 
mark only certain errors are complicated by two primary factors: how hard the error is to 
mark and explain and how serious or annoying the teacher perceives the error to be. In 2008, 
Lunsford and Lunsford published a follow–up to this study; however, because of obstacles 
during their data collection process, they were able to collect only 3,000 total papers (as 
opposed to the original study’s 20,000). They did find that teachers were marking a smaller 
percentage of student errors (38%, as opposed to 43%), but they also discovered the average 
length of a student paper had more than doubled in the ensuing years and found evidence 
suggesting that students were receiving feedback on multiple drafts of a paper, both of which 
are factors that may account for the lower number of marked errors. Again, neither of these 
studies was focused on any particular type of instructor’s comments (e.g., professors, 
instructors, adjuncts, etc.), nor were they able to track how individual teachers’ comments 
changed over timea focus that is commonly lacking in teacher comment studies. 
While studies that categorize and count teacher comments are quite common, very 
few are interested in the development of or change in comments over time, few work with 
large sets of teacher comments, and none focus on any particular type of teacher, indicating 
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the need for longitudinal research of many teachers, focusing on one particular type of 
teacher, including GTAs. 
Analyzing teacher comments 
 Some studies focused on analyzing teacher comments and theorizing about their 
implications, work that helped establish the initial basis for commenting best practices. 
Nancy Sommers’s (1982) work is the landmark comments study of this type. After analyzing 
the content of comments on first and second drafts of student papers and interviewing 
teachers and students (no GTAs were noted as being included in this study), she found that: 
(1) teachers’ comments refocused student attention onto the teachers’ purposes rather than 
the writers’ own purposes for writing and (2) teachers’ comments were frequently not 
specific to the students’ paper. Sommers also laments the state of teacher comments, writing 
that “for the most part, teachers do not respond to student writing with the kind of thoughtful 
commentary which will help students to engage with the issues they are writing about or 
which will help them think about their purposes and goals in writing a specific text” (p. 154). 
Vivian Zamel’s (1985) TESOL study presents similar findings; although the classes Zamel 
studied were for a different student population than that being written about in composition 
studies, teachers were responding in the same “abstract and vague” (p. 79) ways reported by 
scholars like Sommers (1982).  
Straub (1996) also develops and advocates for a particular method of analyzing 
teacher comments, a variation of close reading that investigates the modes and foci of 
teachers’ comments (i.e., the form and content of teacher comments), on several teachers’ 
responses to a single, sample student text. Straub is primarily interested in pointing out that 
although much theorizing on teacher commentary warns about the authoritarian dangers of  
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directiveness, his method of close reading suggests that the field should not reject all 
directive feedback but rather recognize its utility in appropriate situations.  
These analyses of teacher comments indicate that both their form (directive vs. 
nondirective) and their content (specific versus vague) are important. However, these studies 
also point to a tension in the literature regarding balancing abstract and/or nondirective 
comments with specific and directive comments. This tension combined with the age of the 
studies indicates a continued need for more and more current research on teachers’ actual 
commenting practices. 
Suggesting commenting methods 
While many of the aforementioned studies make recommendations regarding the 
ways teachers should comment, some work focuses more exclusively on suggesting specific 
methods for commenting on student papers. Some focus on how to present their comments 
(e.g., giving praise, marking errors minimally) while others focus on how to get the 
comments to the students (e.g., written in–text and end–of–text comments, audio feedback, 
etc.). Haswell (1983) suggests a method of presenting comments he calls minimal marking; 
in this strategy, he explains that he responds to errors in student papers by writing 
checkmarks next to the lines in which there are errors and empowers students to find and 
correct their errors. He then reviews their corrections and provides guidance for persistent 
problems. Daiker (1989) advocates for an approach that uses a lot of praise because he argues 
that it will help students with high writing apprehension to feel more confident in and 
comfortable with writing. He suggests that one way to incorporate more praise is to do an 
initial read–through of a student paper and make only positive comments. Zak (1990) 
advocates for praise as well based on her findings that despite one class receiving exclusively 
positive comments on their writing with the other receiving her typical mixture of positive 
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and negative comments, students in both sections of the basic writing course performed about 
the same. This finding indicates that comments with a positive valence may be just as 
effective as a mixture of positive and negative, but comments with a positive valence have 
the added benefit of helping students to feel confident in and proud of their writing. 
Scholars also advocate for alternative modes of providing feedback. While written 
comments are very common, some also suggest the advantages of using audio or screencast 
feedback. Suggestions about audio feedback go back as far as Lowe advocating for using 
tape–recorded feedback in 1963, but with the advent of more accessible multimedia 
technologies, the use of screen and audio recording have become a more common area of 
study. Jeff Sommers (2013), for instance, argues that alternative methods of providing 
comments on student papers should become mainstream. Silva (2012) points out that 
students perceive comments composed in different modes differently: students who preferred 
written comments liked the ability to point to specific passages, while students who preferred 
audio/visual comments liked that the comments are more conversational and can focus more 
easily on more global or higher-order issues.  
Analyzing the effectiveness of and/or student reaction to teacher comments 
Most of the research already reviewed makes some sort of recommendation, either 
explicitly or implicitly, about which methods or practices are best for commenting, but many 
studies aim to judge the effectiveness of teacher comments both in terms of creating positive 
revisions to student work and in terms of student reactions to the comments in general. 
However, there is little agreement over what effectiveness means in terms of commenting. 
Haswell (2006), for instance, argues that in order for comments to be effective, they must be 
specific to the discipline and specific to the paper; otherwise, the time teachers take to write 
the comments is a waste. Comments that lack this kind of specificity were not effective for 
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students because students were not able to use them to revise. Lizzio and Wilson (2008) 
found that three different types of feedback (i.e., developmental, encouraging, and fair) were 
all reported as helpful feedback by students participating in their study and were therefore 
effective, but developmental comments (i.e., comments that helped fill a gap in student 
knowledge) were most highly favored. Straub (1997) surveyed students about the kinds of 
comments they preferred to receive on their papers and found that students most preferred 
comments that would help them to revise, such as those that include advice, open questions, 
or an explanation of a problem. Taken together, these studies argue that effective comments 
are ones that students prefer because they help them to revise some substantial part of their 
paper. 
Dohrer’s (1991) study, which investigates whether teacher comments aided in 
revision of student work, however, throws doubt into students’ motivation to use those 
comments. He found that students made superficial improvements even when the comments 
suggested substantive changes, and students did not make these more substantive changes 
because they were not necessary to receive an acceptably higher grade on a subsequent draft. 
Essentially, teachers and students had different goals for revisions: while teachers tended to 
want students to take ownership of their writing and revise their ideas based on continued 
thought, students wanted to revise their writing in order to get the best grade 
possiblewhich meant doing what they believed would please the teacher. Dohrer’s study 
additionally found that a preponderance of surface–level comments left by teachers 
reinforced the students’ idea that revising a paper equated to “fixing mistakes,” instead of the 
instructors’ loftier goals of student ownership and ongoing thought on a subject. 
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Ferris’s (1997) TESOL study on how students perceived and used their comments 
also found that students took directive or imperative comments very seriously. After 
comparing the first drafts of ESL student papers with instructor comments to the final drafts 
of those papers, Ferris found that students made the most substantial positive changes in 
response to requests (whether written as an imperative, declarative, or interrogative), 
particularly requests for the students to provide more information, and end comments on 
grammar (which were paired with underlined passages in the paper). However, comments 
phrased as questions and statements providing information to the student, both of which are 
more indirect and leave the most space for student-driven revisions, led to the least 
successful revisions. 
Many other TESOL studies focus on how ESL students in particular react to the form 
of different kinds of comments. Baker and Bricker (2010) for instance argue that although 
there is much available research that warns teachers against using directives in their 
comments, for ESL students these comments are easiest to process and may therefore be 
better to use, particularly for early writers. Crismore and Vande Kopple (2010) argue that the 
usefulness of hedging (i.e., words that qualify or soften a comment) “depends on who is 
doing what with particular subject matters to whom” (p. 84). In other words, the effects of 
hedging depend on the constraints of the rhetorical situation. In Hyland and Hyland (2001), 
those constraints include L2 instructors using hedging (and praise) to soften criticism of a 
paper, strategies of providing criticism that the researchers found to be especially confusing 
or misleading for L2 students. While teachers saw the use of praise and hedging as 
relationship enhancing and threat mitigating, students were unsure about what their teachers 
were actually asking them to do. In much the same way, Gosden (2003) reports that 
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graduate–level nonnative speakers of English must face the challenge of correctly reading 
between the lines when revising manuscripts for publication in scientific journals. Gosden 
points out that peer reviews of research articles are occludedthat is to say, they are not 
publicly available documents. Students in undergraduate–level writing classes face a similar 
problem: they must read between the lines of written teacher feedback in an occluded genre, 
a genre in which they do not have easy access to other examples. 
Taken together, these studies provide a somewhat jumbled view of what makes 
comments effective. Straub (2000) claims that good or effective commenting requires the 
teacher to know what the purpose of the comments are. He argues, “To respond well, you 
have to know what you want to accomplish in your comments—and you have to know what 
you want to accomplish in this assignment and through the class as a whole” (p. 2). 
Essentially, not just one kind of commenting is effective for students, but rather, commenting 
that aligns with teachers’ pedagogical goals and values makes for effective comments. While 
teachers may be dominating students’ goals for writing by providing directive or un–hedged 
comments, these comments may be especially useful for ESL students, particularly those 
who do not have as much experience with writing. In addition, students seem to prefer one 
type of comment and make the best use of another. Haswell (2006) sums up this issue well, 
arguing, “[Students] prefer global, nondirective, and positive comments but make changes 
mainly to surface, directive, and negative ones. In sum, they want lots and certain kinds of 
response, but have trouble doing much with what they ask for” (Consumption section, para. 
2). These findings indicate that regardless of commenting style, teachers may need to devote 
more instructional time to helping students not only understand the comments they receive 
on their papers, but also helping students see ways of using them to revise their work in 
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substantive and positive ways. One place to implement this kind of strategy would be GTAs’ 
WPE programs.  
Connecting commenting and grading to emotional labor 
Several studies emphasize the inevitable and unfortunate link between the need to 
provide comments on student papers and a grade. While there have been no commenting 
studies that focus on the interaction between grading materials, such as rubrics and teacher 
comments, many have suggested that providing comments on a graded paper with no 
opportunity for revision encourages students to disregard comments because they lack a 
chance to directly apply the feedback in a way that would result in a material payoff. Elbow 
(1993) argues that even beyond helping in the revision process, comments need to justify a 
grade, even though the comments that justify a grade may not be the same comments that 
help students see a way to revise (p. 190). While ideally, instructors should be able to 
separate any personal feelings or biases from professional opinions, Tobin (1993) explicitly 
acknowledges the inherent tensions in the process of assigning grades to student work, and 
how that process interacts with providing feedback. He points out that when a grade has to be 
part of his comments, his comments become “defensive and pedantic, because I felt I needed 
to justify the grade on the last page” (p. 71). He goes as far as suggesting that responding to a 
paper and grading a paper should be separate processes, which would encourage comments 
that are freer in what they respond to and can therefore suggest better improvements for the 
paper. In addition to this complex relationship, Tobin (1993) lists thirteen topics that he 
realizes he thinks about while giving grades, (e.g., concerns over what grade the student 
expects or secretly wants, what actions the student might take in response to the grade they 
get, what others might think of the grades he assigns). If these are concerns that an 
experienced professor of English considers, it is quite possible that had Tobin’s (1993) 
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research included GTAs, this list may have grown larger or perhaps dominated more of the 
commenting and grading process. 
Indeed, recent research on emotional labor may shed more light on teachers’ grading 
and commenting practices. Holt, Anderson, and Rouzie (2003) define emotional labor as: 
responsive attention to the emotional aspects of social life, including attention to 
personal feelings, the emotional tenor of relationships, empathy and encouragement, 
mediation of disputes, building emotional solidarity in groups, and using one’s own 
or others’ outlaw emotions to interrogate structures (p. 147). 
Caswell (2014) argues that emotional reactions play an important but under–acknowledged 
role in how composition teachers respond to their students’ work, work for which, according 
to Jackson, McKinney, and Caswell (2016), compositionists are largely unprepared (or 
under–prepared). Work by Babb and Corbett (2016) suggests that writing teachers worry 
when assigning low or failing grades to students, both about the students’ possible emotional 
responses and about potential problems (e.g., grade appeals) they may have to handle. The 
emotional labor involved in assigning grades and commenting on students’ papers requires 
more scholarly attention.  
Linking teacher awareness to commenting practices 
Similar to the way composition teachers strive to help students reflect on their 
composition skills and thereby improve them, some researchers have advocated for teachers 
to become more aware of and reflective about their commenting practices. In her study, 
Ferris (2014) collected surveys and interviews from instructors on the topic of written 
feedback on student writing, and then compared that input with an analysis of the instructors’ 
actual feedback on student writing, which in some cases was fairly disjointed. For instance, 
while teachers stated that they primarily used questions in their written feedback, Ferris 
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found many more statements and imperatives than questions. While Ferris does not argue 
that imperatives are necessarily worse to provide than questions, her work does suggest that 
teachers’ lack of awareness of their own work may prevent them from seeing areas of their 
commenting where improvement could be necessary. Montgomery and Baker (2007) also 
suggest that teachers reflect more on their comments in their analysis of teacher comments in 
an L2 composition class. They compared the comments with both the teachers and students’ 
assessments of commenting. The main area of discontinuity was in the ratio of global (e.g., 
content, ideas, development, organization, etc.) to local comments (e.g., grammar, 
mechanics, etc.). Teachers reported focusing on more global issues in process paper drafts; 
however, the results of the analysis show that teachers gave more comments on local issues 
throughout the writing processa finding that Montgomery and Baker report surprised the 
instructors involved in the study. While giving a larger amount of local comments is not a 
necessarily bad practice, it is disconcerting that instructors were unaware of and surprised by 
their own commenting habits. Here again WPE that focuses on preparing teachers to stay 
aware of their commenting practices may assist GTAs as they develop both in their graduate 
programs and beyond as credentialed professionals. 
Conclusion 
As should be clear by now, research on teacher comments is a popular area of study. 
While this research is quite varied, many of the aforementioned studies are focused on topics 
that investigate how students perceive the form (including sentence type and valence) and 
content of comments (including the topic, such as higher-order and lower-order concerns, 
and the function), count and categorize comments, and suggest commenting methods, leaving 
space for further research on the development of teachers’, particularly GTAs’, comments. In 
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addition, many studies on the form of comments focus on ESL student populations, which is 
relevant to composition studies but not necessarily applicable to all the student populations 
that composition serves. Additionally, very few studies intentionally collect papers from 
more than one time point, showing a lack of interest in seeing how teachers’ comments 
develop or change over time. Furthermore, while there are a few studies on how teachers’ 
perceived practices match up with their actual practices, we know very little about what 
kinds of practices influence the ways instructors learn to comment. Finally, many of these 
studies focused on instructors of composition, not GTAs, and studying GTAs, particularly 
those in their first two years of teaching, may produce quite different results. 
GTA Writing Pedagogy Education 
Several of the previously mentioned teacher comment studies from both the 1980s 
and 1990s call for more preparation and practice for teachers regarding commenting (e.g., 
Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Daiker, 1989; Smith, 1997; Sommers, 1982), and while these 
researchers were not necessarily calling for changes to writing pedagogy education (WPE) 
for graduate students, WPE may be the best time and place for this kind of preparation. 
According to Estrem and Reid (2010), WPE “encompasses the ongoing education, 
mentoring, and support of new college–level writing instructors: most often— although not 
exclusively— graduate teaching assistants” (p. 224). (However, some WPE practices, such as 
mentorship and observations, are highly applicable to other teachers of composition.) 
Helping GTAs develop their commenting practices through WPE would be ideal for several 
reasons: GTAs have less experience than most other teachers of composition and therefore 
have more to learn about teaching; because GTAs are fairly new to teaching college 
composition, they may also be the most open to learning about new strategies; and finally, 
GTAs are developing pedagogical habits that may stick with them throughout their careers, 
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so helping them form good habits early is important. Despite the possibilities here, the 
potential that WPE has to impact commenting practices has not received much scholarly 
attention. 
That is not to say, however, that WPE has not improved over the last several decades. 
Prior to the 1970s, any GTA preparation was somewhat rare; there are myriad horror stories 
of WPE consisting entirely of GTAs being handed a textbook, told their classroom number, 
and what time to show up (e.g., Estrem & Reid, 2012; Fulkerson, 2001; Pytlik, 2001). GTAs 
were historically trained to teach by doing, but today WPE comes in many different more 
developed forms. In fact, English composition GTAs are typically more prepared to teach 
than many of their peers in other departments because composition GTAs tend to have had 
more experience both in the classroom and with studying pedagogical theory and methods 
(Lattuca & Stark, 2009).  
Over time, composition professionals have developed a wide range of WPE options, 
but few of them extend beyond the first semester of the GTAs’ teaching assistantship; rarer 
still are WPE opportunities that last beyond the GTAs’ first year (Latterell, 1996). Latterell 
(1996) and Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir (2012) argue that this lack of long–term WPE 
indicates that the field is engaging in an “inoculation” style of composition pedagogy 
preparation; “by dispensing ‘training’ in one–or two–hour doses once a week for one 
(possibly two) terms, this model [of WPE] encourages the passing out of class activities and 
other quick–fixesan inoculation method of GTA education” (Latterell, 1996, p. 20). The 
following section will overview the current state of WPE, including explanations and 
theoretical foundations of several different types of WPE (many of which are used in  
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conjunction with each other), including pre–service orientations, in–service practica, 
apprenticeship and mentorship programs, classroom observations, WPA work, and others.  
Types of WPE 
Wilhoit (2001) reports that pre–service orientations and practicum courses are the 
most common types of WPE in which composition GTAs participate and these two types of 
courses are very likely to include discussion of how to provide comments on students’ 
papers. Pre–service orientations typically take place during the summer before teaching 
begins in the fall, may last anywhere from a few hours to a few weeks, and cover many 
topics, including: the roles and responsibilities of the GTAs, specifics about the school’s 
writing program (including institutional and programmatic policies and requirements), 
composition theory, writing pedagogy, and what to expect on the first day of classes (Ward 
& Perry, 2002; Wilhoit, 2001). Practicum courses are typically a semester long and have a 
reputation for focusing primarily on practical “how to” issues related to teaching (Ward & 
Perry, 2002, p. 124). However, many scholars have pushed for the practicum to be more than 
that. Dobrin (2005), for instance, argues that the practicum can be “a richer, more 
academically sophisticated and rigorous course” than its reputation may suggest (p. 2). 
Wilhoit (2001) also points out that today’s practicum courses must go beyond everyday 
teaching issues to include instruction in pedagogy and composition theory while 
“[maintaining] a theoretically coherent writing program and [respecting] the TAs’ own 
theories of writing and teaching” (p. 18).  
There are many other kinds of WPE opportunities designed for graduate students. 
These include mentorship programs and any number of instructional activities or practices, 
including classroom observations, role–playing, teaching journals and/or portfolios, research 
or publication, and opportunities to perform WPA work (Wilhoit, 2001). While these 
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practices are valuable and helpful, they tend not to go on for more than a semester or two and 
do not have an intentional focus on commenting practices. 
Preparedness of composition GTAs 
The practices used to provide WPE to new GTAs are varied and can be quite in–
depth. Indeed, pre–service or in–service practica, mentorship programs, classroom 
observations, role–playing, teaching journals and/or portfolios, research or publication, and 
WPA opportunities are only some of the ways that WPE is carried out in composition 
programs across the United States. While composition studies should be commended for the 
value that the field places on the preparation of graduate students to teach writing, some 
evidence suggests that this preparation is limited in that few of them extend beyond the first 
semester of the GTAs’ teaching assistantship. Rarer still are WPE opportunities that last 
beyond the GTAs’ first year. This lack of long–term WPE results in an inoculation approach 
to WPE (Latterell, 1996). Reid and colleagues (2012) also argue that the inoculation method 
is predominant and not as effective as it needs to be. In their study, they surveyed 
composition GTAs over a three–year period in two different universities to “measure the 
degree to which TAs were integrating [the program’s] pedagogical teachings... into their talk 
about and practices of teaching” (p. 33). They found that although WPE had exposed GTAs 
to composition pedagogy principles, GTAs’ prior personal experiences and their own 
teaching experiences were more influential than the content in their pedagogy classes. 
Furthermore, the GTAs’ beliefs about teaching and their confidence levels did not 
substantially change from their first year of teaching to their second and third. As Reid and 
colleagues point out, “If TAs’ teaching principles or their confidence about teaching writing 
are not measurably affected in a two– or three–year WPE program, we wonder what we can 
claim as the effects—as valued by the TAs or as visible in their integration of new ideas—of 
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all our hard work” (p. 53). Because of these findings, Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir argue that 
GTAs do not just need more WPE opportunities, they need more formalized and structured 
WPE in order to develop as teachers. 
Many factors could be contributing to this outcome, such as teachers’ pre–existing 
beliefs (and how changeable those beliefs are) and their previous classroom experiences 
(either as a teacher or as a student). One possible factor that Reid and colleagues did not 
address however was the participating GTAs’ specific areas of study or graduate programs. 
They note that their participants were MFA students or MA students in a number of English 
subfields (which subfields are unspecified), and since the authors also argue that the GTAs’ 
previous classroom experiences may have a strong effect on their confidence in their abilities 
and their teaching principles, it follows that the GTAs’ chosen area of study within the 
English department may also have an effect. This connection may lend some credence to a 
piece of common writing program lore: that GTAs’ majors have some impact on their 
teaching practices. In terms of comments, an example of the lore would be that linguists are 
more interested in their students’ sentence–level issues, creative writers in expression and 
style, and so on. However, there have been no studies that formally address this assumption 
about GTAs’ teaching practices, although studies of this kind have been called for (Estrem & 
Reid, 2012). 
Finally, most WPE research takes it as a given that new GTAs need some sort of 
guidance or preparation to help them face the challenges of teaching first-year composition 
classes, and WPE can help GTAs develop as teachers over time (Lang, 2016; Rose & Finders 
2001; Yancey, 2001). Liggett and Pytlik (2001), for example, argue that good WPE has 
“much to offer novice teachers by way of theories and practices for teaching writing” (p. xv). 
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Even when initial research into the long-term effectiveness of WPE, such as Reid and 
colleagues (2012) work, acknowledges that GTAs are not initially developing as WPAs may 
expect or hope, WPE researchers advocate for strengthening and extending WPE 
opportunities–not scaling them back or eliminating them. Because the program in which the 
GTAs in this study work requires an extensive first semester of WPE and a second semester 
of continued support (i.e., a formal mentor, classroom observations, feedback on their 
comments), it is reasonable to expect that these GTAs may exhibit more change than those 
who are only required to participate in a one-semester program with voluntary ongoing WPE 
support. 
Development of Teacher Beliefs 
 While troubling, Reid and colleagues (2012) findings are consistent with other 
research on the development of teachers’ beliefs, research that may complicate composition 
studies’ understanding of how teachers’ practices develop over time. Elbaz (1981) suggests 
that there are five different kinds of beliefs that influence teachers’ practical knowledge: 
teachers’ situational, personal, social, experiential, and theoretical beliefs. Other researchers 
have suggested other belief sources; Buehl and Fives (2009), for instance, identified six 
sources of teachers’ epistemological beliefs (formal education, formal bodies of knowledge, 
observational learning, collaboration with others, personal teaching experiences, and self–
reflection) and Levin and He (2008) focused on comparing the belief sources of pre–service 
and in–service teachers. The sources of teachers’ beliefs, whether they are internal or 
external, are factors that may influence how changeable these beliefs are (Levin, 2015). For 
instance, studies by Chant (2002) and Levin et al. (2015) have found that the context in 
which one is teaching can influence teachers’ beliefs, but findings are mixed on if and how 
teachers’ epistemological beliefs change. Some, like Chant (2002), find that they do change 
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while others (e.g., Wideen, Mayer–Smith, & Moon 1996) find that epistemological beliefs 
are quite resistant to change. These findings indicate that although WPE can expose GTAs to 
new ideas about how one creates knowledge, ideas that certainly apply to commenting 
practices, GTAs’ pre–conceived beliefs will still be difficult to change. 
In addition, according to Levin (2015), Schraw et al. (1994) concluded that teachers’ 
epistemological beliefs “were not always consistent with how they taught, that teachers held 
different epistemological beliefs simultaneously, and that teachers’ epistemological beliefs 
included both general and domain–specific ideas about what counts as knowledge for 
teaching” (pp. 52–53). Other researchers (e.g., Ferris, 2014; Lee, 2009; Liu, 2011) report 
similar findings. Essentially, even though teachers believe one thing about how knowledge is 
constructed, their actions may not always line up with that belief. In addition, research has 
been somewhat mixed on the connections between beliefs and practice; some studies have 
suggested that beliefs influence practice, others that practice influences beliefs, others that 
beliefs are disconnected from practice, and others that there is a complex and reciprocal 
relationship between teacher beliefs and practice (Levin, 2015).  
Unfortunately, the current state of research into development of teacher’s beliefs is 
fraught and conflicting. Despite the need for continued study, what the research does make 
clear is that changing teachers’ beliefs is a difficult process that will likely take more than 
one semester of WPE experiences to take root. Levin et al. (2013) found that teachers’ beliefs 
did not change in teachers with only one to two years of teaching experience when compared 
with the beliefs they held as pre–service teachers, but teachers with five to six years of 
experience did show change. If teachers’ beliefs do not change within the first few years of 
teaching, it is possible that GTAs’ beliefs about commenting on student papers may not 
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change much either (or changes might be temporary or situational), but their opinions may 
change as they go on to teach in other professional roles. 
Given these findings, it is perhaps not surprising that studies in composition have 
reported 1) inconsistencies between teacher beliefs and practices and 2) WPE that has not yet 
taken root in the minds of new GTAs. However, these findings still point toward needed 
improvements in current WPE practices in terms of teachers’ comments. One possible way of 
improving WPE for composition GTAs is through helping teachers to develop improved 
metacognitive awareness of their beliefs and practices (Levin, 2015, p. 61), particularly with 
regard to commenting. Levin points out that more metacognitive awareness will help 
teachers in an array of different ways: to be better classroom leaders, justify their practices to 
a range of stakeholders, and question policies or requirements that contradict the teachers’ 
beliefs. Similarly, Latterell (1996) argues that WPE needs to (1) contextualize suggested 
teaching practices in rhetoric and composition literature so that new GTAs understand not 
only what they should be teaching, but also why; (2) cultivate teaching communities amongst 
GTAs, adjunct faculty, and tenure–track faculty; and (3) involve more people (e.g., 
experienced GTAs, writing center professionals, undergraduate students) in WPE 
programming. Reid and colleagues (2012), much like Levin (2015), recommend that WPE 
include more reflective work to increase how aware GTAs are of what they know, but they 
also recommend that WPE focus on teaching for transfer and that formalized and structured 
WPE be extended across a span of several years rather than remain isolated to just the first 
semester or year of a GTA’s career. All of these findings leave plenty of space for the 
incorporation of more WPE related to teachers’ commenting practices. 
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Research Questions 
Because there has been almost no previous research on how teachers’ comments 
change over time, and no research that focuses on GTAs’ comments specifically, it is not 
possible to hypothesize specific changes to GTAs’ comments. Rather, I have identified the 
following research questions for this dissertation study: 
1. Do GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments change across time? 
a. Does the form (e.g., valence, questions, directives, etc.) of GTAs’ 
marginal and terminal comments change across time? 
b. Does the content (e.g., related to issues of focus, organization, style, etc.) 
of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments change across time? 
2. Does the form and/or content of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments vary by 
their writing pedagogy education (WPE)? 
3. Does the form and/or content of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments vary by 
their area of study (e.g., applied linguistics, literature, rhetoric and professional 
communication, etc.)? 
4. How do GTAs describe the goals and perceived strengths and weaknesses of their 
commenting practices over time? 
Conclusion 
 The above research demonstrates what several different fields understand about how 
composition teachers comment and which commenting practices would be useful to adopt. 
Other research suggests that WPE and teacher beliefs are factors that influence how GTAs 
may comment on their students’ work, both in the short term and in the future. By analyzing 
GTAs’ comments on their students’ papers, the researcher hopes to discover how and to what  
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extent these new GTAs have internalized the messages given to them about best practices for 
teacher comments. The next chapter will detail the methods used in this study. 
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CHAPTER 3.    METHODS 
The purpose of this IRB-approved study (see APPENDIX A.   ) is both to (1) 
determine if there are any significant differences between how graduate teaching assistants 
(GTAs) provide marginal and terminal comments (in terms of content and/or form) on their 
students’ papers; and (2) to better understand how GTAs describe their commenting goals 
and perceived strengths and weaknesses over the first two years of their college composition 
teaching experience. Both quantitative and qualitative methods have advantages. For 
instance, quantitative research enables researchers to work with a lot of data, argue 
persuasively to outside audiences about the value and importance of composition studies 
work, and push composition’s assessment methods further through innovations such as 
Dixon and Moxley’s (2013) “Deep Assessment.” Qualitative research, on the other hand, 
enables researchers to explore a situation, to empower individuals’ voices and stories, and to 
enrich findings based on quantitative research (Creswell, 2014). Because of the advantages of 
both methods, this study will take a mixed–methods approach.  
Research Questions 
Because of the lack of research into longitudinal change in GTAs’ comments on their 
students’ papers, I have established the following research questions (rather than hypotheses) 
for this dissertation study: 
1. Do GTA marginal and terminal comments change across time? 
a. Does the form (e.g., questions, valence, etc.) of GTAs’ marginal and 
terminal comments change across time? 
b. Does the content (e.g., related to issues of focus, organization, style, etc.) 
of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments change across time? 
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2. Does the form and/or content of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments vary by 
their writing pedagogy education (WPE)? 
3. Does the form and/or content of GTAs’ marginal and terminal comments vary by 
their area of study (e.g., applied linguistics, literature, rhetoric and professional 
communication, etc.)? 
4. How do GTAs describe the goals and perceived strengths and weaknesses of their 
commenting practices over time? 
The first section of this chapter will review the theoretical justification of mixed–
methods research, including a justification for both qualitative and quantitative methods. The 
next sections will overview the participants, procedure, instrumentation, and the data analysis 
and interpretation methods. 
Justifications for Mixed Methods  
In their 2007 article, Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner define mixed–methods 
research as “an approach to knowledge (theory and practice) that attempts to consider 
multiple viewpoints, perspectives, positions, and standpoints (always including the 
standpoints of qualitative and quantitative research)” (p. 113). This definition is consistent 
with those offered by other researchers, (e.g., Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Plano Clark, 
2007). Although this method of research is fairly young, having only begun to take root in 
the social sciences in the 1950s, researchers maintain that mixed–methods research has 
advantages over using only quantitative or qualitative research practices, advantages that are 
useful for this study. 
According to Creswell and Plano Clark (2007), one of the main advantages of using a 
mixed–methods research design is that it “provides a better understanding of research 
problems than either approach alone” (p. 5). Essentially, the data gathered from a mixed–
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methods study may be more comprehensive than data gathered from just qualitative or just 
quantitative research, and data collected through mixed methods may also help mitigate the 
inherent weaknesses in both methods. For instance, qualitative methods can be thought of as 
weak because of its reliance on the personal analyses of the researcher, while quantitative 
methods are weak in their lack of incorporation of the participants’ contexts and 
perspectives; taken together, however, mixed methods accounts for both of these weaknesses 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007). By triangulating data from different methods, this allows the 
researcher to corroborate or reveal paradoxes in her findings, leading to deeper and richer 
research related to GTAs’ comments on their students’ papers. 
Though, as Haswell (2012) points out, composition is reluctant if not fearful of 
incorporating more quantitative work into the field, it seems apparent that making use of both 
qualitative and quantitative research together has great benefits for this study. In addition to 
qualitative and quantitative methods accounting for each other’s weaknesses, to some extent, 
conducting mixed–methods research would answer the call for more replicable, aggregable, 
and data-driven (RAD) research within composition studies (Haswell, 2012). For example, in 
her work on assessing teaching and learning outcomes, Moore (2015) argues that writing 
program administrators (WPAs) should use multiple methods in order to get a fuller picture 
of the situation they are researching, something for which this study also strives. 
Qualitative Methods 
 Researchers of composition studies regularly make use of qualitative methods, and 
for good reason. As Creswell (2014) argues, qualitative studies are called for under several 
circumstances. For example, qualitative studies are necessary when an issue is in need of 
exploration, rather than the application of a priori frameworks and theories, or when a 
“complex, detailed understanding of the issue” is needed (Creswell, 2014, p. 48). There are 
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many instances in which statistical tests and empirical measures are simply not enough to 
capture the inherent messiness and complexity of issues common to composition research.  
 Accordingly, qualitative methods require a willingness to dive into and make sense of 
those inherently messy situationswithout the assistance of formal procedures or guidelines 
found in quantitative work (Creswell, 2014). In addition, Creswell (2014) points out that 
qualitative scholars must also be able to gain a sort of “insider perspective” and do their best 
to present their participants’ voices and viewpoints. These sorts of perspectives toward 
research are common to composition studies, and will be used in part of this study as well. 
Quantitative Methods 
Increasing composition studies’ use of and attention to quantitative methods not only 
helps our work speak to outside audiences, it is also the case that scholars from within 
composition studies have been advocating for this kind of research for a long time. For 
instance, Haswell (2005) points out that there has been a significant lack of RAD research in 
composition studies—and the lack of attention to this method of study has serious 
consequences: “As when a body undermines its own immune system, when college 
composition as a whole treats the data–gathering, data–validating, and data–aggregating part 
of itself as alien, then the whole may be doomed” (Haswell, 2005, p. 219). Haswell (2005) 
continues this argument, pointing out that composition has not yet “[convinced] scholars 
outside the field that it is serious about facts” (p. 219). Anson (2008) affirms these concerns 
by pointing to the field’s over–reliance on lore as evidence. Lang and Baehr (2012) argue 
that researchers need to go even further with RAD and other data–driven research 
methodologies and focus on data mining techniques as well, a research method that the 
authors argue is especially useful for writing program administrators, given their regular 
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access to large amounts of data in the form of student papers, portfolios, and end–of–
semester course evaluations and their regular need to address assessment questions. They 
assert that these data would be useful for research and programmatic assessment. Indeed 
quantitative methods are essential for a study of GTAs’ comments on student papers in order 
to successfully work with a large number of comments and to analyze them effectively.  
Participants 
All the participants in this study were first-time college composition GTAs at a large 
land–grant university with a first-year composition (FYC) program that includes a heavy 
emphasis on multimodal communication and a required sophomore–level communication 
course. This university also has a large graduate program in English that awards master’s of 
arts, master’s of fine arts, and doctoral degrees in six different areas of study. The 
prerequisites for participating in this study included being 18 years old, having no previous 
experience teaching writing at the college level, and being willing to provide students with 
typed comments using a program like Microsoft Word or Adobe Acrobat. Some participants 
may have had experience with teaching college classes, and some participants may have had 
experience teaching writing, but because none of the participants had taught college–level 
writing before, when they began teaching, the participants were not able to draw on previous 
WPE experiences. 
All of the participants were recruited from the university’s English department’s 
proseminar in pedagogy that prepares new GTAs to teach the two FYC courses, one 100–
level course and one 200–level course. These courses will be referred to as English 100 and 
English 200. Participants were recruited at two different time points: the fall of 2014 and the 
fall of 2015. During both time points, the researcher sent out a recruitment email (see 
APPENDIX B.   ) to all of the new GTAs (including graduate students in master’s of arts, 
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master’s of fine arts, and doctoral programs) that detailed the goals of the study, the 
prerequisites for participation, and the procedure and provided the consent form (see 
APPENDIX C.   ). During the fall of 2015, after having already sent out the recruitment 
email, the researcher visited one class meeting of the pedagogy proseminar, described the 
study, and handed out consent forms in person. The participants chose whether to take part in 
this study voluntarily. They were not compensated in any way, nor was any incentive offered 
for taking part in this study. However, several participants mentioned that they enjoyed and 
benefitted from the opportunity to reflect on their commenting practices. 
This study has 11 participants with 6 (54.5%) women and 5 (45.5%) men. The mean 
age of the participants as of fall of 2015 was 27.63 (SD = 6.61). Of these participants, 7 
(63.65%) are Ph.D./MFA students, and 4 (36.4%) are MA students. These participants are 
spread across six areas of study within the English department: rhetoric and professional 
communication (Ph.D.), rhetoric, composition, and professional communication (MA), 
applied linguistics and technology (Ph.D.), creative writing and the environment (MFA), 
teaching English as a second language (MA), and literature (MA). Some of the participants 
had prior experience either teaching or tutoring writing: one had taught K–12, one had taught 
undergraduate classes in another English area, one had taught undergraduate classes in 
another major, and three worked as undergraduate tutors at a writing center.  
Procedure 
 Participants provided data for this study over two years in three different ways: they 
completed the same survey once a semester, participated in interviews, and uploaded their 
comments on their students’ papers to a secure drop box on Moodle, a course management 
site.  
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Participants completed a brief survey once at the end of each semester starting in the 
fall of 2015. In addition, once a semester, participants met with the researcher for an audio–
recorded, semi–structured interview lasting approximately 15 minutes. Similar to Seidman’s 
(2006) three–interview series method, by interviewing participants once a semester for two 
years, the researcher gains a richer understanding of the context in which the participants 
operate. Semi–structured interviews were selected because they help to elicit participants’ 
narratives about their experiences while ensuring that participants were asked the same or 
very similar questions (Griffin, 2013). The consistency of questions was quite important 
because participants were interviewed across two years and being able to compare and 
contrast their answers was important, but the openness of the interviews also encouraged 
participants to speak as freely as they wished. All interviews took place in a private space, 
either the researcher’s office or a reserved classroom. The only people present during these 
interviews were the researcher and the participant.  
 Finally, participants provided the researcher with all of their written comments on 
their students’ papers. Each participant was teaching a class with five to six major 
assignments that varied with the course, including assignments such as an introductory and 
ungraded diagnostic essay, a summary, a letter or essay about a personally significant part of 
campus, a visual rhetorical analysis, a textual rhetorical analysis, a documented essay, a 
profile of a campus organization, an interpretive essay about a building or piece of art on 
campus, and a final portfolio. The lengths of these assignments varied from approximately 
two to five pages. Participants were asked to enroll in a secure Moodle site and to upload 
their feedback on student assignments to folders corresponding with the correct semester and 
paper number (e.g., Fall 2015, Assignment #1). Participants largely used Microsoft Word’s 
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track changes feature to provide comments on their students’ papers; these participants 
uploaded a zip folder of their comments. A few participants chose to give handwritten 
comments, and they scanned and uploaded their comments to the Moodle drop box. The 
researcher typed the handwritten comments in order to analyze them as part of the study. 
Some participants included the grading rubric for their students’ papers; because the 
researcher did not request this material, grading rubrics were set aside. 
Instrumentation 
This study used one survey, administered once a semester, to record participants’ 
descriptive information, most recent professional development experience, and area of study. 
The survey asks for the following demographic information: gender, age, degree program, 
area of study, and year in their program. Participants were given a list of 15 different options 
for professional development (e.g., pre–service orientation, informal conversations related to 
teaching, and consulting with a mentor) and were provided with the option to write in items 
not already provided on the list (see APPENDIX D.   ). This survey was created based on the 
literature related to professional development of composition instructors (Wilhoit, 2001). 
Content validity was established by the researcher examining the survey questions herself 
and showing the survey to others in the English department; this ensured that the survey 
provided measures that are adequately representative of possible responses. 
In semi–structured interviews, participants were asked to reflect on their commenting 
practices through answering four open–ended questions (see APPENDIX E.   ). All of the 
questions were designed to allow the participants to reflect on their comments and to provide 
a starting point for exploring their practices (Seidman, 2006). Participants were asked about 
the kinds of comments they try to write, what they think students should do with their 
comments, what they think students actually do with their comments, and about the strengths 
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and weaknesses of their comments. The final question, “What else do you want me to know 
about your comments?” is the most open ended and was designed to allow the participant the 
maximum amount of latitude to bring up anything they thought was relevant to their 
commenting that the previous questions had not covered. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation 
Interviews 
 I conducted and transcribed 31 interviews for this study. Each interview lasted 
approximately 15 minutes, meaning there were about 7.75 hours of interviews to transcribe 
and analyze. The transcribed interview data were analyzed using a general inductive 
approach (Thomas, 2006). In this approach, Thomas (2006) suggests first doing a close 
reading of the text to establish familiarity with content and possible themes; by transcribing 
the interviews myself, I was able to get a head start on the process of close reading. The next 
step is to create general and specific categories from the raw data and then look for subtopics 
or contradictions (Thomas, 2006). Following the recommendations of Rubin and Rubin 
(1995), I also combined categories and subtopics from different categories and looked for 
themes that individual participants emphasized or repeated during one interview or 
throughout their multiple interviews and looked for themes across interviews with multiple 
participants. 
 This method of study was selected because it allows researchers to accomplish three 
different tasks. First, it helps researchers condense large amounts of text into brief 
summaries, which is a good fit for the nearly eight hours of interview transcripts this study 
generated (Thomas, 2006). Second, the general inductive approach allowed clear links 
between the research questions and the data, whereas other qualitative approaches, such as 
grounded theory, required more open coding than was useful for this study. Finally, this 
46 
method also leads to the generation of theory based on the findings in the data, which allows 
for the findings of this study to inform other research on the development of GTAs’ 
commenting practices. 
Surveys 
 Demographic information was analyzed with descriptive statistics to include 
measures of frequency, central tendency, and variability. 
GTA Comments 
The participants in this study were asked to submit all of the papers they commented 
on across their semesters of participation. In order to investigate trends in GTAs’ comments 
over time, this study focused on papers from two time points in each semester: one early 
paper, typically the first or second assignment, and one later paper, either the fourth or fifth 
assignment. The variation in the selected papers is based on a couple of different factors: 
assignment requirements and when the assignment was assigned. First, all participants taught 
at least two different classes while participating in this study, English 100 and English 200. 
These classes, while similar in course outcomes, do not require the same assignments, which 
means that no perfect one-to-one comparison exists between the two classes (see Table 3.1.).  
Table 3.1 English 100 and English 200 Assignment Sequence 
 English 100 English 200 
Assignment 1 Personal reflective essay: 
Where I’m from 
Ungraded 
Personal reflective essay: 
Literacy narrative 
Ungraded 
Assignment 2 Letter–as–essay Summary 
Assignment 3 Organization profile Rhetorical analysis  
(visual or textual) 
Assignment 4 Building or artwork 
analysis 
Rhetorical analysis  
(visual or textual) 
Assignment 5 Poster or Brochure of 
Assignment 3 or 4 
Documented essay 
Assignment 6 Portfolio Portfolio 
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While Assignment 2 is a different kind of paper in English 100 and English 200, it 
offered an adequate comparison point because the assignments are required to be of a similar 
length and they are both the first graded assignments of the class. Similarly for the later time 
point, Assignment 4 in English 100 and Assignment 5 in English 200 were adequate 
comparisons because both assignments were due at approximately the same point in the 
semester and both required research, analysis, and a similar page length.  
While Assignments 1 and 6 were quite similar to each other in both classes, they did 
not work for this study for several reasons. First, many participants chose to give handwritten 
feedback on Assignment 1, making them difficult to include as part of this study. Second, 
Assignment 1 is ungraded, which makes it difficult to compare with other papers that receive 
a final grade. Finally, because the portfolio is the final assignment of the class, many 
participants did not provide comments on this assignment unless students explicitly asked for 
them or participants provided comments in alternate forms (e.g., screencasts) that were not 
included as part of this study. 
The second factor in the variation of selecting assignments is when the participants 
chose to assign the paper. For example, one participant teaching English 200 chose to move 
the summary assignment from Assignment 2 to Assignment 4, placing it closer to the 
documented essay. In that case, the researcher selected Assignment 1 as a replacement 
assignment. 
Using the selection criteria articulated above, participants submitted 12,024 total 
marginal comment t-units and 9,662 total terminal comment t-units. Using Wrench, Thomas–
Maddox, Richmond, and McCroskey’s (2013) recommendations, the researcher used 
stratified random sampling to select an appropriate number of t-units to code for each 
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participant in each time point (e.g., Semester 1, Assignment 1 or 2; Semester 3, Assignment 4 
or 5), resulting in 2,289 marginal comment t-units and 2,197 terminal comment t-units to 
code. 
 GTA comments were analyzed and interpreted in several different ways. The 
researcher investigated the content of GTA comments (e.g., judging, reader–response, 
coaching, metacommentary) and the form of GTA comments (e.g., sentence type; valence). 
Content. 
 The content of GTA comments was investigated using content analysis. In order to do 
this, the researcher created a codebook (See APPENDIX F.   ) originally adapted from 
Summer Smith’s (1997) terminal comments (i.e., typically summative comments written at 
the end of the paper) coding scheme and revised to reflect the assessment criteria used by the 
participants in this study. Although other studies have categorized the content of instructor 
comments (e.g., Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Ferris et al., 1997; Johnson–Shull & Rysdam, 
2012), Smith’s (1997) focus on the genre of terminal comments enabled her codes to capture 
both the topic of the comment, such as a comment on organization or correctness, as well as 
the purpose of the comment, including evaluating, responding as a reader, and coaching. The 
primary challenge with adapting Smith’s coding scheme was expanding it to apply to 
marginal (i.e., typically highly localized comments written in the margins) as well as terminal 
comments. Her three primary codes, judging, reader response, and coaching, apply well to 
marginal comments, and some codes were expanded in order to account for differences 
between marginal and terminal comments.  
The researcher originally added evaluation of support to the judging subcategory. In 
Smith’s coaching category, suggestion for revision of current paper is one subcategory, and 
when applying these codes to marginal comments, this code casts too wide of a net. Instead, 
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the researcher broke the revision of current paper subcategory into many different, specific 
subcategories, most of which are based off the specific topics included in the judging 
subcategories. Some examples of this expanded subcategory include revision suggestion for 
development, for style, for focus, and so on. Finally, metacommentary was added as an 
additional major category (e.g., “Refer to Comment 1”). The unit of analysis for Smith’s 
adapted coding scheme is the clause, which allows for mutually exclusive categories. The 
researcher tested and developed the codebook on five sets of GTA comments from two 
teachers over three time periods; in total, this includes 176 terminal comments and 863 
marginal comments. 
After recruiting and training two other coders on the codebook and using the code 
sheet (See APPENDIX G.   ), several significant revisions to the codebook were required. 
First, the codebook was ultimately revised to assess the content of GTAs in two different 
ways: function and content. The function codes focused on what the comment was doing and 
retained many of Smith’s (1997) codes, such as judging and coaching, but other functions 
were developed, including metacommentary, paraphrasing, and grading. The content codes, 
which in Smith’s (1997) work are embedded with the function, were placed into their own 
content category and revised to reflect the major assessment criteria that the GTAs in this 
English department use: context, substance, organization, style, and delivery. While these 
codes are specific to this English department, they are quite similar to the assessment criteria 
commonly used in first-year composition classes. 
The process of working with at least one other rater enabled the researcher to 
establish inter–rater reliability. While studies rely on different figures to establish acceptable 
inter–rater reliability, according to Nuendorf (2017), a Cohen’s kappa of at least .60 to .80 is 
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acceptable in most coding situations; therefore, this is the range this study aimed to achieve. 
The researcher also performed reliability checks at the beginning and end of the coding 
process. This study determined the Cohen’s kappa to report reliability of the coding scheme. 
Form. 
 These comments were also coded according to their form, including their valence and 
sentence type. Comments can be coded as praise, criticism, or neutral. For instance, the 
comment, “Sounds like you have quite the busy schedule!” is neither praising nor criticizing 
the student or the paper, so it would be neutral. The comment, “Your conclusion needs to be 
more substantial than that,” is criticizing the development of the paper. The unit of analysis 
will again be the clause or t-unit. 
 Finally, comments were coded for their form based on sentence type (i.e., 
interrogative, imperative, declarative, exclamatory, or other). The unit of analysis for this 
will be the sentence. A similar process as that described for the Smith (1997) adaptation 
coding scheme was used to establish inter–rater reliability for sentence type. 
 Once coded, the different kinds of comments were analyzed along with the 
descriptive data from the surveys using chi-squared tests, descriptive statistics, and frequency 
distributions in order to examine relationships and differences among the study’s variables. 
Threats to Validity 
 There are two possible threats to validity that could interfere with the results of this 
study: selection threat and attrition. This section will briefly address these two validity 
threats. 
 According to Wrench and colleagues (2013), a selection threat considers “whether or 
not the participants who have selected to participate in an experiment have some 
characteristic that could slant the findings of the study” (p. 303). It is possible that the people 
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who chose to participate in this study are particularly engaged commenters or teachers, but 
because participants were recruited across two different time points toward the beginning of 
GTAs’ teaching experiences, this threat is somewhat mitigated. 
 The second validity threat to this study is attrition, or the number of participants who 
did not complete the study (Wrench et al., 2013). Because this study took place over GTAs’ 
first two years of teaching, some GTAs had time to find other assistantships that removed 
them from the study. However, even though some GTAs were no longer able to contribute 
their comments to the study, they could still participate in the once-a-semester interview and 
survey, providing at least partial data for this study. 
Conclusion 
This study was designed to determine 1) if and in what ways novice GTAs’ marginal 
and terminal comments provided on student papers change and 2) if and in what ways novice 
GTAs’ commenting goals and perceived strengths and weaknesses change over the GTAs’ 
first two years of teaching. In particular, this study is interested in how the GTAs’ area of 
study and experience with writing pedagogy education opportunities correspond to changes 
in the GTAs’ commenting practices. In order to do this, the researcher is using a mixed–
methods approach. 
By combining qualitative with quantitative approaches, this mixed–methods study 
achieves three goals. First, it helps address the dearth of quantitative, RAD research in 
composition studies by answering the many calls for more of this type of scholarship (e.g., 
Anson, 2008; Dixon & Moxley, 2013; Haswell, 2005, 2012; Lang & Baehr, 2012). Second, 
by using both quantitative and qualitative research, this study will achieve a rich data set that 
will offset each method’s weaknesses (e.g., qualitative work’s idiosyncrasy and quantitative 
work’s lack of attention to context). Finally, with both the quantitative and qualitative data 
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sets joined together in an explanatory design, the “qualitative data [will help] explain or build 
upon initial quantitative results” (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2007, p. 71). The following 
chapter will analyze and discuss the findings of this study. 
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CHAPTER 4.    RESULTS 
This chapter describes the results of the investigation into determining whether and 
what kinds of changes happen in graduate teaching assistants’ (GTAs’) commenting 
practices and their self–reported commenting strengths, weaknesses, and goals across time. 
Five sections comprise this chapter; the first section focuses on preliminary analyses and the 
following sections correspond to each of the four research questions. The first section 
overviews whether and how the form and content of GTAs’ comments changes across time. 
The second section details the extent to which GTAs’ comments varies by their recent 
writing pedagogy education (WPE) experiences. The third section overviews the extent to 
which the form and/or content of GTAs’ comments varies by their pursued degree and area 
of study. Finally, the fourth section details how GTAs describe their commenting goals and 
perceived strengths and weaknesses over time. 
Preliminary Analysis 
Establishing inter-coder reliability 
To establish inter-coder reliability, the researcher recruited two people to help code 
the comments. All coders had at least three years of teaching experience, which prepared 
them to code the comments in this study. To establish inter-coder reliability, three coders (the 
researcher plus two others) coded 300 comments (selected using stratified random sampling) 
according to four different variables: the function, content, valence, and sentence type. The 
function variable consists of ten categories (judgment, coaching, metacommentary, 
paraphrasing, grading, justifying the grade, explaining reader experience, offering personal 
reactions, referring to a source of help, other); the content variable consists of seven 
categories (context, substance, organization, style, delivery, combination, other); the valence 
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variable consists of three categories (praise, critique, neutral); the sentence type variable 
consists of five categories (interrogative, imperative, declarative, exclamatory, and other). To 
determine if the three coders were assessing the four variables uniformly, a Cohen’s kappa 
was calculated, which fell below .70 on two variables: function and content. After retraining 
and revising the codebook, the coders were unable to adequately improve reliability. 
According to Nuendorf (2017), because inter-coder reliability was adequate between two of 
the three coders and repeated training and revising of the codebook resulted in no substantial 
change to the inter-coder reliability numbers, researchers may excuse a rogue coder from the 
study. Two coders were retained for establishing inter-coder reliability. The initial inter-
coder reliability for each category after excusing one coder, determined by Cohen’s kappa, 
was as follows: 
 Function: 0.81 
 Content: 0.75 
 Valence: 0.89 
 Sentence Type: 0.93 
All of these results exceeded .70, indicating that full coding could begin. 
At the end of the coding phase, I assessed another 300 comments for final inter-coder 
reliability, determined by Cohen’s kappa. The results were as follows: 
 Function: 0.92 
 Content: 0.83 
 Valence: 0.94 
 Sentence Type: .87 
All of these results exceeded .70, indicating more than acceptable inter-coder reliability. 
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Distinguishing the form and content of marginal and terminal comments 
 Teacher comment research indicates that it may be useful to distinguish these two 
types of commentary from each other before beginning quantitative analysis. In their work 
developing a model for analyzing teachers’ comments on L2 student writing, Ferris, Pezone, 
Tade, and Tinti (1997) found differences in the amount and focus of the marginal and 
terminal comments (e.g., terminal comments were longer and less focused on grammar; 
marginal comments were more likely to be questions). Composition teacher preparation 
handbooks explicitly outline the differences in the focus of marginal and terminal comments, 
including the one used by GTAs in this study, Glenn and Goldthwaite’s (2014) The St. 
Martin’s Guide to Teaching Writing. Glenn and Goldthwaite (2014) point out that marginal 
comments are typically short and offer feedback on specific passages or words, while 
terminal comments are longer, tend to justify a grade, and offer revision suggestions. Given 
this advice and scholarly work that develops the difference between the two types of 
comments, the researcher investigated the differences between marginal and terminal 
comments in terms of their valence, sentence type, function, and content. 
Valence 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
comments varied by comment type (i.e., marginal or terminal). The initial results for this test 
were invalid because 50.0% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. This result was 
largely due to coders inputting an incorrect valence code. For instance, praise was coded as 
an 18, critique as a 19, and neutral as a 20. Occasionally, a coder input a number that fell 
outside of this range, such as a 17 or 21, which resulted in unacceptably low cell counts. 
After removing four t-units where this kind of error occurred, further analysis was possible. 
The result for this test was significant: 2 (2, N = 4490) = 146.88, p < .001, indicating that 
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the valence of comments differs between marginal and terminal comments. Cramer’s phi was 
0.18, which indicates that the effect size was small; the comment type accounted for 3.3% of 
the variability in the valence of the comment. (See Table 4.1.)  
Table 4.1 Valence by Comment Type 
 Comment Type 
Valence  Marginal Terminal 
Praise  
(N = 1135) 
18.11% 
n = 419 
32.90% 
n = 716 
Critique  
(N = 481) 
9.94% 
n = 230 
11.53% 
n = 251 
Neutral  
(N = 2874) 
71.95% 
n = 1665 
55.56% 
n = 1209 
Total 
(N = 4490) 
100%  
(N = 2314) 
100%  
(N = 2176) 
 
While the effect size for the variance of valence across the two comment types was 
small (3.3%), there are important differences to consider between marginal and terminal 
comments. Neutral comments (i.e., comments that were neither praising nor critiquing 
anything) were the most commonly used sentence type for both types of comments, but 
neutral comments were far more common for marginal comments (71.95%, n = 1665) than 
terminal comments (55.56%, n = 1209). Additionally, a higher percentage of terminal 
comments were praise (32.90%, n = 716) than marginal comments (18.11%, n = 419).  
Sentence Type 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of comments varied by comment type. The initial result for this test was invalid because 
28.6% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. This result was largely due to coders 
inputting an incorrect sentence type code. For instance, interrogative was coded as a 21, 
imperative as a 22, declarative as a 23, exclamatory as a 24, and neutral as a 25. 
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Occasionally, a coder input a number that fell outside of this range, such as a 20 or 26, which 
resulted in unacceptably low cell counts. After removing two t-units where this kind of error 
occurred, further analysis was possible. The result for this test was significant: 2 (4, N = 
4492) = 347.13, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of comments differs between 
marginal and terminal comments. Cramer’s phi was 0.28, which indicates that the effect size 
was small; the comment type accounted for 7.7% of the variability in the sentence type of the 
comment. (See Table 4.2.)  
Table 4.2 Sentence Type by Comment Type 
  Comment Type 
Sentence Type  Marginal Terminal 
Interrogative  
(N = 608) 
19.41% 
n = 449 
7.30% 
n = 159 
Imperative  
(N = 657) 
17.42% 
n = 403 
11.66% 
n = 254 
Declarative  
(N = 2300) 
38.22% 
n = 884 
64.98% 
n = 1416 
Exclamatory  
(N = 171) 
4.54% 
n = 105 
3.03% 
n = 66 
Other  
(N = 756) 
20.41% 
n = 472 
13.03% 
n = 284 
Total 
(N = 4492) 
100%  
(N = 2313) 
100%  
(N = 2179) 
 
The effect size for the variance of sentence type (7.7%) across the two comment types 
was larger than for valence (3.3%), indicating that the comment type was more significant in 
the sentence type differences. While declarative sentences were the most common sentence 
type for both marginal and terminal comments, the percentage was much higher for terminal 
comments (64.98%, n = 1416) than marginal comments (38.22%, n = 884). Marginal 
comments had a more even mixture of other sentence types than terminal comments, though  
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for both comment types, exclamatory comments made up less than 5% of the total (marginal: 
4.54%, n = 105; terminal: 3.03%, n = 66). 
Function 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
comments varied by comment type. The initial results for this test were invalid because 
25.0% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. This result was largely due to coders 
inputting an incorrect function code. For instance, judgment was coded as a 1, coaching as a 
2, and so on through other as a 10. Occasionally, a coder input a number that fell outside of 
this range, such as an 11 or 12, which resulted in unacceptably low cell counts. After 
removing one t-unit where this kind of error occurred, further analysis was possible. The 
result for this test was significant: 2 (9, N = 4494) = 573.28, p < .001, indicating that the 
function of comments differs between marginal and terminal comments. Cramer’s phi was 
0.36, which indicates that the effect size was medium; the comment type accounted for 
12.76% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.3.)  
Table 4.3 Function by Comment Type 
 Comment Type 
Function  Marginal Terminal 
Judgment  
(N = 1615) 
27.65% 
n = 640 
44.75% 
n = 975 
Coaching  
(N = 2037) 
55.81% 
n = 1292 
34.19% 
n = 745 
Metacommentary  
(N = 70) 
0.39% 
n = 9 
2.80% 
n = 61 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 54) 
0.86% 
n = 20 
1.56% 
n = 34 
Grading 
(N = 125) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
5.74% 
n = 125 
Justifying grade 
(N = 85) 
0.09% 
n = 2 
3.81% 
n = 83 
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Table 4.3 (continued) 
Explaining reader 
experience 
(N = 26) 
0.86% 
n = 20 
0.28% 
n = 6 
Offering personal 
reactions 
(N = 44) 
1.21% 
n = 28 
0.73% 
n = 16 
Referring to source of 
help 
(N = 215) 
7.86% 
n = 182 
1.51% 
n = 33 
Other 
(N = 223) 
5.27% 
n = 122 
4.64% 
n = 101 
Total 
(N = 4494) 
100%  
(N = 2315) 
100%  
(N = 2179) 
 
The effect size for the variance of function (12.76%) was the largest in this set of 
tests. Note that for marginal comments, coaching was the most common function (55.81%, n 
= 1292), while for terminal comments, judgments were the most common (44.75%, n = 975). 
In both cases, judgments and coaching made up the majority of all comment functions. 
Grading was only present in the terminal comments, and referring to a source of help made 
up a greater percentage of marginal comments (7.86%, n = 182) than terminal comments 
(1.51%, n = 33). 
Content 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
comments varied by comment type. The initial results for this test were invalid because 
36.4% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. This result was largely due to coders 
inputting an incorrect content code. For instance, context was coded as an 11, substance as a 
12, and other as a 17. Occasionally, a coder input a number that fell outside of this range, 
such as a 10 or 18, which resulted in unacceptably low cell counts. After removing eleven t-
units where this kind of error occurred, further analysis was possible. The result for this test 
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was significant: 2 (6, N = 4483) = 403.89, p < .001, indicating that the content of comments 
differs between marginal and terminal comments. Cramer’s phi was 0.30, which indicates 
that the effect size was medium; the comment type accounted for 9.0% of the variability in 
the content of the comment. (See Table 4.4.) 
Table 4.4  Content by Comment Type 
 Comment Type 
Content  Marginal Terminal 
Context  
(N = 412) 
7.45% 
n = 172 
11.04% 
n = 240 
Substance  
(N = 2060) 
36.77% 
n = 849 
55.70% 
n = 1211 
Organization  
(N = 319) 
7.41% 
n = 171 
6.81% 
n = 148 
Style  
(N = 579) 
18.23% 
n = 421 
7.27% 
n = 158 
Delivery  
(N = 422) 
15.37% 
n = 355 
3.08% 
n = 67 
Combination 
 (N = 54) 
0.56% 
n = 13 
1.89% 
n = 41 
Other  
(N = 637)  
14.21% 
n = 328 
14.21% 
n = 309 
Total 
(N = 4483) 
100%  
(N = 2309) 
100%  
(N = 2174) 
 
The comment type also plays a role in the content of comments. For both marginal 
and terminal comments, comments related to substance were most common (marginal: 
36.77%, n = 849; terminal: 55.70%, n = 1211), but note that substance comments comprised 
over half of the terminal comments. The second–most-common content type was style for 
marginal comments (18.23%, n = 421), while for terminal comments, it was other comments 
(14.21%, n = 309).  
Given the results of the above chi-squared tests for independence, particularly the 
differences between marginal and terminal comments in terms of their function and content,  
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this study will treat these two comment types as distinct from each other, running separate 
statistical tests for each.  
Part 1: Whether the form and content of GTAs’ comments changes across time 
Does the form of GTAs’ comments change across time? 
Eight participants provided comments during the two years they participated in this 
study. (See Table 4.5.) 
Table 4.5 Number of Participant Comments 
Time 
Period 
Katie Ruby Jared Dino Henry Bob Sofia Sue 
Semester 1 
Early 
assignment 
M: 27 
 T: 35 
M: 0 
 T: 93 
M: 60 
 T: 49 
M: 64 
 T: 36 
M: 73 
 T: 20 
M: 60 
 T: 43 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 32 
 T: 30 
Semester 1 
Late 
assignment 
M: 39 
 T: 42 
M: 0 
 T: 75 
M: 32 
 T: 49 
M: 62 
 T: 27 
M: 42 
 T: 34 
M: 108 
 T: 50 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 45 
 T: 32 
Semester 2 
Early 
assignment 
M: 38 
 T: 42 
M: 0 
 T: 64 
M: 35 
 T: 32 
M: 35  
 T: 16 
M: 67 
 T: 29 
M: 76 
 T: 35 
M: 44 
 T: 19 
M: 25 
 T: 83 
Semester 2 
Late 
assignment 
M: 37 
 T: 28 
M: 0 
 T: 39 
M: 43 
 T: 40 
M: 93 
 T: 49 
M: 28 
 T: 24 
M: 53 
 T: 35 
M: 40 
 T: 26 
M: 45 
 T: 77 
Semester 3 
Early 
assignment 
M: 74 
 T: 54 
M: 0 
 T: 76 
M: 72 
 T: 33 
M: 52 
 T: 32 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 87 
 T: 89 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
Semester 3 
Late 
assignment 
M: 66 
 T: 60 
M: 0 
 T: 24 
M: 35 
 T: 38 
M: 57 
 T: 39 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 154 
 T: 108 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
Semester 4 
Early 
assignment 
M: 155 
 T: 106 
M: 0 
 T: 104 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0  
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
Semester 4 
Late 
assignment 
M: 234 
 T: 150 
M: 0 
 T: 31 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0  
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
M: 0 
 T: 0 
 
Note that “M” indicates marginal comments and “T” indicates terminal comments. 
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Valence 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
marginal comments varied by time (measured by semesters). The initial results for this test 
were invalid because 25.0% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I removed one t-
unit, which enabled further analysis. The result for this test was significant: 2 (6, N = 2314) 
= 135.69, p < .001, indicating that the valence of marginal comments differs across time. 
Cramer’s phi was 0.17, which indicates that the effect size was small; the semester accounted 
for 2.9% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.6.)  
Table 4.6  Marginal Comment Valence by Semester 
 Semester 
Valence  1 2 3 4 
Praise  
(N = 419) 
19.26% 
n = 125 
16.00% 
n = 108 
28.38% 
n = 170 
4.09% 
n = 16 
Critique  
(N = 230) 
14.48% 
n = 94 
10.22% 
n = 69 
8.18% 
n = 49 
4.60% 
n = 18 
Neutral  
(N = 1665) 
66.26% 
n = 430 
73.78% 
n = 498 
63.44% 
n = 380 
91.30% 
n = 357 
Total 
(N = 2314) 
100%  
(N = 649) 
100%  
(N = 675) 
100%  
(N = 599) 
100%  
(N = 391) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the valence 
of terminal comments varied by time. The initial results for this test were invalid because 
40.0% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I removed three t-units because of 
miscoding, which enabled further analysis. The result for this test was significant: 2 (6, N = 
2176) = 42.65, p < .001, indicating that the valence of terminal comments differs across time. 
Cramer’s phi was 0.10, which indicates that the effect size was small; the semester accounted 
for 0.98% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.7.)  
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Table 4.7 Terminal Comment Valence by Semester 
 Semester 
Valence  1 2 3 4 
Praise  
(N = 716) 
29.16% 
n = 177 
32.23% 
n = 204 
37.97% 
n = 210 
32.64% 
n = 125 
Critique  
(N = 251) 
15.16% 
n = 92 
15.01% 
n = 95 
7.59% 
n = 42 
5.74% 
n = 22 
Neutral  
(N = 1209) 
55.68% 
n = 338 
52.76% 
n = 334 
54.43% 
n = 301 
61.62% 
n = 236 
Total 
(N = 2176) 
100%  
(N = 607) 
100%  
(N = 633) 
100%  
(N = 553) 
100%  
(N = 383) 
 
While small in both cases, time had a larger effect on the valence of marginal 
comments than terminal comments. For marginal comments, neutral comments remained the 
most common valence across all four semesters, but there was a dramatic rise in neutral 
comments in the fourth semester (91.3%, n = 357) and a corresponding dip in praise (4.1%, n 
= 16) and critique (4.6%, n = 18) comments. Terminal comments exhibited fewer large 
changes in valence across time. 
Sentence Type 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of marginal comments varied by time (measured by semester). The initial results for this 
test were invalid because 28.6% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I removed two 
t-units because of miscoding, which enabled further analysis. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (12, N = 2313) = 319.57, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of 
marginal comments differs across time. Cramer’s phi was 0.22, which indicates that the 
effect size was small; the semester accounted for 3.3% of the variability in the sentence type 
of the comment. (See Table 4.8.) 
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Table 4.8 Marginal Comment Sentence Type by Semester 
 Semester 
Sentence Type  1 2 3 4 
Interrogative  
(N = 449) 
17.10% 
n = 111 
18.25% 
n = 123 
19.53% 
n = 117 
25.06% 
n = 98 
Imperative  
(N = 403) 
5.86% 
n = 38 
13.95% 
n = 94 
17.36% 
n = 104 
42.71% 
n = 167 
Declarative  
(N = 884) 
50.85% 
n = 330 
39.61% 
n = 267 
37.40% 
n = 224 
16.11% 
n = 63 
Exclamatory  
(N = 105) 
6.01% 
n = 39 
2.37% 
n = 16 
5.51% 
n = 33 
4.35% 
n = 17 
Other  
(N = 472) 
20.18% 
n = 131 
25.82% 
n = 174 
20.20% 
n = 121 
11.76% 
n = 46 
Total 
(N = 2313) 
100%  
(N = 649) 
100%  
(N = 674) 
100%  
(N = 599) 
100%  
(N = 391) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the 
sentence type of terminal comments varied by time. The result for this test was significant: 
2 (12, N = 2179) = 136.74, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of terminal comments 
differs across time. Cramer’s phi was 0.15, which indicates that the effect size was small; the 
semester accounted for 2.1% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. (See 
Table 4.9.)  
Table 4.9 Terminal Comment Sentence Type by Semester 
 Semester 
Sentence Type  1 2 3 4 
Interrogative  
(N = 159) 
11.33% 
n = 69 
3.79% 
n = 24 
6.69% 
n = 37 
7.55% 
n = 29 
Imperative  
(N = 254) 
10.02% 
n = 61 
7.74% 
n = 49 
11.93% 
n = 66 
20.31% 
n = 78 
Declarative  
(N = 1416) 
67.32% 
n = 410 
68.40% 
n = 433 
66.18% 
n = 366 
53.91% 
n = 207 
Exclamatory  
(N = 66) 
2.30% 
n = 14 
1.58% 
n = 10 
1.81% 
n = 10 
8.33% 
n = 32 
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Table 4.9 (continued) 
Other  
(N = 284) 
9.03% 
n = 55 
18.48% 
n = 117 
13.38% 
n = 74 
9.90% 
n = 38 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
100%  
(N = 609) 
100%  
(N = 633) 
100%  
(N = 553) 
100%  
(N = 384) 
 
The effect size for the variance of sentence types across time was small in both cases, 
but it was stronger for marginal than terminal comments. Declarative comments were most 
common across most time points, but in the fourth semester, more marginal comments were 
imperative (42.7%, n = 167) and interrogative (25.1%, n = 98) than declarative (16.1%, n = 
63). Terminal declarative comments stayed most common across all four semesters.  
Does the content of GTAs’ comments change across time? 
Function 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
marginal comments varied by time (measured by semester). The initial results for this test 
were invalid because 30.6% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I combined two 
functions (metacommentary and justifying a grade) with the “other” category to enable 
further analysis. The result for this test was significant: 2 (18, N = 3215) = 172.87, p < .001, 
indicating that the function of marginal comments differs across time. Cramer’s phi was 0.16, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; the semester accounted for 2.5% of the 
variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.10.) 
Table 4.10 Marginal Comment Function by Semester 
 Semester 
Function  1 2 3 4 
Judgment  
(N = 640) 
32.97% 
n = 214 
25.63% 
n = 173 
36.50% 
n = 219 
8.70% 
n = 34 
Coaching  
(N = 1292) 
47.61% 
n = 309 
54.67% 
n = 369 
53.50% 
n = 321 
74.94% 
n = 293 
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Table 4.10 (continued) 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 20) 
1.69% 
n = 11 
0.59% 
n = 4 
0.83% 
n = 5 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Explaining 
reader 
experience  
(N = 20) 
0.31% 
n = 2 
1.19% 
n = 8 
1.67% 
n = 10 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Offering 
personal 
reaction (N = 
28) 
1.85% 
n = 12 
0.59% 
n = 4 
1.33% 
n = 8 
1.02% 
n = 4 
Referring to 
source of help  
(N = 182) 
8.17% 
n = 53 
10.52% 
n = 71 
3.00% 
n = 18 
10.23% 
n = 40 
Other 
 (N = 133) 
7.40% 
n = 48 
6.81% 
n = 46 
3.17% 
n = 19 
5.12% 
n = 20 
Total 
(N = 2315) 
100%  
(N = 649) 
100%  
(N = 675) 
100%  
(N = 600) 
100%  
(N = 391) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the 
function of terminal comments varied by time. The result for this test was significant: 2 (27, 
N = 2179) = 201.80, p < .001, indicating that the function of terminal comments differs 
across time. Cramer’s phi was 0.18, which indicates that the effect size was small; the 
semester accounted for 3.1% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 
4.11.) 
Table 4.11 Terminal Comment Function by Semester 
 Semester 
Function  1 2 3 4 
Judgment  
(N = 975) 
44.99% 
n = 274 
47.08% 
n = 298 
46.11% 
n = 255 
38.54% 
n = 148 
Coaching  
(N = 745) 
40.56% 
n = 247 
24.17% 
n = 153 
31.28% 
n = 173 
44.79% 
n = 172 
Metacommentary  
(N = 61) 
1.31% 
n = 8 
3.48% 
n = 22 
4.34% 
n = 24 
1.82% 
n = 7 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 34) 
2.30% 
n = 14 
0.79% 
n = 5 
1.99% 
n = 11 
1.04% 
n = 4 
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Table 4.11 (continued) 
Grading 
(N = 125) 
4.27% 
n = 26 
9.32% 
n = 59 
4.70% 
n = 26 
3.65% 
n = 14 
Justifying grade 
(N = 83) 
0.99% 
n = 6 
9.64% 
n = 61 
2.71% 
n = 15 
0.26% 
n = 1 
Explaining 
reader 
experience 
(N = 6) 
0.33% 
n = 2 
0.47% 
n = 3 
0.18% 
n = 1 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Offering 
personal 
reactions 
(N = 16) 
1.64% 
n = 10 
0.32% 
n = 2 
0.72% 
n = 4 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Referring to 
source of help 
(N = 33) 
0.99% 
n = 6 
0.63% 
n = 4 
2.17% 
n = 12 
2.86% 
n = 11 
Other 
(N = 101) 
2.63% 
n = 16 
4.11% 
n = 26 
5.79% 
n = 32 
7.03% 
n = 27 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
100%  
(N = 609) 
100%  
(N = 633) 
100%  
(N = 553) 
100%  
(N = 384) 
 
Perhaps most relevant, marginal comments had so few instances of metacommentary 
and justifying a grade that they had to be moved to the “other” category to enable statistical 
analysis. However, all ten function categories were adequately represented in terminal 
comments to enable analysis. Clearly, metacommentary and justifying a grade are more 
common in terminal comments than in marginal comments. Additionally, in three of the four 
semesters, judgments dominated the terminal comment with coaching comments as the 
second most common function. In the fourth semester, this trend was reversed with the 
largest percentage of terminal comments consisting of coaching comments (45%, n = 172) 
and the second largest consisting of judgments (39%, n = 148). For marginal comments, 
however, coaching comments dominated all four semesters. 
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Content 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
marginal comments varied by time (measured by semester). The initial results for this test 
were invalid because 45.5% of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I removed six t-units 
because of miscoding, which enabled further analysis. The result for this test was significant: 
2 (18, N = 2309) = 210.78, p < .001, indicating that the content of marginal comments 
differs across time. Cramer’s phi was 0.17, which indicates that the effect size was small; the 
semester accounted for 3.0% of the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 
4.12.) 
Table 4.12 Marginal Comment Content by Semester 
 Semester 
Content  1 2 3 4 
Context  
(N = 172) 
8.17% 
n = 53 
7.58% 
n = 51 
10.89% 
n = 65 
0.77% 
n = 3 
Substance  
(N = 849) 
36.21% 
n = 235 
31.20% 
n = 210 
44.89% 
n = 268 
34.87% 
n = 136 
Organization  
(N = 171) 
8.94% 
n = 58 
7.88% 
n = 53 
8.04% 
n = 48 
3.08% 
n = 12 
Style  
(N = 421) 
20.96% 
n = 136 
18.72% 
n = 126 
14.91% 
n = 89 
17.95% 
n = 70 
Delivery  
(N = 355) 
8.01% 
n = 52 
13.67% 
n = 92 
15.08% 
n = 90 
31.03% 
n = 121 
Combination 
 (N = 13) 
0.46% 
n = 3 
0.74% 
n = 5 
0.67% 
n = 4 
0.26% 
n = 1 
Other  
(N = 328)  
17.26% 
n = 112 
20.21% 
n = 136 
5.53% 
n = 33 
12.05% 
n = 47 
Total 
(N = 2309) 
100%  
(N = 649) 
100%  
(N = 673) 
100%  
(N = 597) 
100%  
(N = 390) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of a 
terminal comment varied by time. The initial results for this test were invalid because 22.2% 
of the cells had expected counts less than 5. I removed five cases because of miscoding, 
69 
which enabled further analysis. The result for this test was significant: 2 (18, N = 2174) = 
108.96, p < .001, indicating that the content of terminal comments differs across time. 
Cramer’s phi was 0.13, which indicates that the effect size was small; the semester accounted 
for 1.7% of the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 4.13.) 
Table 4.13 Terminal Comment Content by Semester 
 Semester 
Content  1 2 3 4 
Context  
(N = 240) 
13.14% 
n = 80 
17.27% 
n = 109 
5.27% 
n = 29 
5.73% 
n = 22 
Substance  
(N = 1211) 
52.87% 
n = 322 
48.18% 
n = 304 
59.27% 
n = 326 
67.45% 
n = 259 
Organization  
(N = 148) 
8.87% 
n = 54 
7.29% 
n = 46 
6.91% 
n = 38 
2.60% 
n = 10 
Style  
(N = 158) 
9.36% 
n = 57 
6.81% 
n = 43 
6.36% 
n = 35 
5.99% 
n = 23 
Delivery  
(N = 67) 
2.30% 
n = 14 
2.54% 
n = 16 
2.91% 
n = 16 
5.47% 
n = 21 
Combination 
 (N = 41) 
2.13% 
n = 13 
1.90% 
n = 12 
2.00% 
n = 11 
1.30% 
n = 5 
Other  
(N = 309)  
11.33% 
n = 69 
16.01% 
n = 101 
17.27% 
n = 95 
11.46% 
n = 44 
Total 
(N = 2174) 
100%  
(N = 609) 
100%  
(N = 631) 
100%  
(N = 550) 
100%  
(N = 384) 
 
 Comments related to substance are the most common across all four semesters and 
across both marginal and terminal comments. However, there is some variation in the 
second-most-common content. For marginal comments, comments related to style (Semester 
1: 20.96%), “other” (Semester 2: 20.21%), and delivery (Semester 3: 15.08%; Semester 4: 
31.03%) were second, while for terminal comments, comments related to context (Semester 
1: 13.14%; Semester 2: 17.27%) and other (Semester 3: 17.27%; Semester 4: 11.46%) 
followed comments related to substance.  
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Part 2: Whether the form and content of GTAs’ comments changes varies by recent 
writing pedagogy education experiences 
 Eleven participants reported their writing pedagogy education during at least one time 
point during their participation in this study. Table 4.14 lists the results of the surveys. 
Table 4.14 Reported Writing Pedagogy Education Experience across Semesters 
Writing Pedagogy Education S 1 S 2 S 3 S 4 
Informal conversations related to 
teaching 
20.75% (N = 22) 
3 4 7 8 
Consulting with a mentor 
12.26% (N = 13) 
2 3 5 3 
Observations of your classroom 
10.38% (N = 11) 
4 4 3 1 
In–service practica 
8.49% (N = 9) 
3 2 2 1 
Observations of others’ classrooms 
8.49% (N = 9) 
4 1 2 1 
Pre–service orientation 
6.60% (N = 7) 
3 0 3 1 
Professional listserv 
6.60% (N = 7) 
1 1 3 2 
Professional development seminars 
5.66% (N = 6) 
1 1 2 3 
Creating a teaching portfolio 
5.66% (N = 6) 
2 0 3 1 
Research and/or publication 
4.72% (N = 5) 
0 0 3 2 
Writing program administration 
2.83% (N = 3) 
0 0 1 2 
Role-playing 
2.83% (N = 3) 
0 0 2 1 
Work as writing tutors 
2.83% (N = 3) 
1 0 1 1 
Other  
1.89% (N = 2) 
0 0 0 2 
Keeping a teaching journal 
0.00% (N = 0) 
0 0 0 0 
Total 
100% (N = 106) 
24 16 37 29 
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This survey shows that informal conversations related to teaching were by far the 
most prevalent form of writing pedagogy education (n = 22), with participants reporting more 
of these experiences in later semesters than in earlier ones. While it is very likely that 
participants in their first and second semesters were having informal conversations related to 
teaching, they may not have reported them as such since they were also regularly taking part 
in the practica and mentoring conversations. There was also an increase in people reporting 
participation with a professional listserv and research or publication related to composition 
pedagogy, indicating that at least some of the participants were engaging in professional 
development expected of composition faculty members. No one in this study reported 
keeping a teaching journal. 
Valence 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
marginal comments varied by the amount of participants’ reported recent writing pedagogy 
education (WPE) experiences. The result for this test was significant: 2 (8, N = 1216) = 
74.80, p < .001, indicating that the valence of marginal comments differs amongst amounts 
of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.16, which indicates that the effect size was 
small; participants’ recent WPE experiences accounted for 3.1% of the variability in the 
valence of the comment. (See Table 4.15.)  
Table 4.15 Marginal Comment Valence by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
Valence  1 2 3 4 6 
Praise  
(N = 223) 
2.14% 
n = 3 
21.04% 
n = 162 
20.00% 
n = 14 
12.50% 
n = 20 
31.58% 
n = 24 
Critique  
(N = 118) 
5.71% 
n = 8 
7.40% 
n = 57 
20.00% 
n = 14 
19.38% 
n = 31 
10.53% 
n = 8 
Neutral  
(N = 875) 
92.14% 
n = 129 
71.56% 
n = 551 
60.00% 
n = 42 
68.13% 
n = 109 
57.89% 
n = 44 
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Table 4.15 (continued) 
Total 
(N = 1216) 
100%  
(N = 140) 
100%  
(N = 770) 
100%  
(N = 70) 
100%  
(N = 160) 
100%  
(N = 76) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the valence 
of terminal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for this test 
was significant: 2 (8, N = 1381) = 52.68, p < .001, indicating that the valence of terminal 
comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.14,  
which indicates that the effect size was small; recent WPE experiences accounted for 1.9% of 
the variability in the valence of the comment. (See Table 4.16.)  
Table 4.16 Terminal Comment Valence by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
Valence  1 2 3 4 6 
Praise  
(N = 420) 
27.94% 
n = 69 
37.09% 
n = 237 
20.23% 
n = 53 
25.29% 
n = 43 
28.57% 
n = 18 
Critique  
(N = 149) 
8.50% 
n = 21 
6.89% 
n = 44 
16.03% 
n = 42 
17.06% 
n = 29 
20.63% 
n = 13 
Neutral  
(N = 812) 
63.56% 
n = 157 
56.03% 
n = 358 
63.74% 
n = 167 
57.65% 
n = 98 
50.79% 
n = 32 
Total 
(N = 1381) 
100%  
(N = 247) 
100%  
(N = 639) 
100%  
(N = 262) 
100%  
(N = 170) 
100%  
(N = 63) 
 
 Participants who reported just one recent WPE experience provided far fewer 
marginal praise comments (2.14%, n = 3) than participants who reported the highest amount 
of WPE (31.58%, n = 24). This same trend is not present in terminal comments, however. 
Rather, participants who reported the highest amount of WPE provided the highest 
percentage of critique comments (20.63%, n = 13) and those who reported the lowest amount 
of WPE provided the lowest percentage of critique comments (8.50%, n = 21). Across both  
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marginal and terminal comments, neutral comments (i.e., comments that are not praising or 
critiquing) are the most commonly used. 
Sentence Type 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of marginal comments varied by the number of participants’ recent WPE experiences. 
The result for this test was significant: 2 (16, N = 1214) = 186.39, p < .001, indicating that 
the sentence type of marginal comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE 
experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.20, which indicates that the effect size was small; recent 
WPE experiences accounted for 3.8% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. 
(See Table 4.17.)  
Table 4.17 Marginal Comment Sentence Type by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
Sentence 
Type 
1 2 3 4 6 
Interrogative  
(N = 249) 
15.71% 
n = 22 
21.98% 
n = 169 
37.68% 
n = 26 
11.88% 
n = 19 
17.11% 
n = 13 
Imperative  
(N = 303) 
47.86% 
n = 67 
26.27% 
n = 202 
0.00% 
n = 0 
20.00% 
n = 32 
2.63% 
n = 2 
Declarative  
(N = 443) 
24.29% 
n = 34 
29.65% 
n = 228 
55.07% 
n = 38 
59.38% 
n = 95 
63.16% 
n = 48 
Exclamatory  
(N = 64) 
2.86% 
n = 4 
5.33% 
n = 41 
4.35% 
n = 3 
3.13% 
n = 5 
14.47% 
n = 11 
Other  
(N = 155) 
9.29% 
n = 13 
16.78% 
n = 129 
2.90% 
n = 2 
5.63% 
n = 9 
2.63% 
n = 2 
Total 
(N = 1214) 
100%  
(N = 140) 
100%  
(N = 769) 
100%  
(N = 69) 
100%  
(N = 160) 
100%  
(N = 76) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of terminal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for this 
test was significant: 2 (16, N = 1382) = 60.85, p < .001, indicating that the valence of 
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terminal comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 
0.11, which indicates that the effect size was small; participants’ recent WPE experiences 
accounted for 1.1% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. (See Table 4.18.) 
Table 4.18 Terminal Comment Sentence Type by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
Sentence 
Type 
1 2 3 4 6 
Interrogative  
(N = 84) 
7.26% 
n = 18 
7.04% 
n = 45 
4.58% 
n = 12 
4.71% 
n = 8 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Imperative  
(N = 182) 
17.74% 
n = 44 
14.87% 
n = 95 
9.54% 
n = 25 
7.65% 
n = 13 
7.94% 
n = 5 
Declarative  
(N = 885) 
57.26% 
n = 142 
61.50% 
n = 393 
69.85% 
n = 183 
68.24% 
n = 116 
80.95% 
n = 51 
Exclamatory  
(N = 46) 
8.47% 
n = 21 
2.97% 
n = 19 
1.53% 
n = 4 
0.59% 
n = 1 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Other  
(N = 185) 
9.27% 
n = 23 
13.62% 
n = 87 
14.50% 
n = 38 
18.82% 
n = 32 
7.94% 
n = 5 
Total 
(N = 1382) 
100%  
(N = 248) 
100%  
(N = 639) 
100%  
(N = 262) 
100%  
(N = 170) 
100%  
(N = 63) 
 
Participants who reported the lowest amount of recent WPE experiences wrote the 
highest percentage of imperative marginal comments (47.86%, n = 67), while all other 
participants wrote primarily declarative comments. Terminal comments showed less 
variability: declarative t-units were the most commonly used sentence type across amounts of 
recent WPE experiences. 
Function 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
marginal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (24, N = 1216) = 146.26, p < .001, indicating that the function of marginal 
comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.17, 
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which indicates that the effect size was small; recent WPE experiences accounted for 3.0% of 
the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.19.) 
Table 4.19 Marginal Comment Function by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
Function  1 2 3 4 6 
Judgment  
(N = 335) 
8.57% 
n = 12 
27.66% 
n = 213 
41.43% 
n = 29 
31.88% 
n = 51 
39.47% 
n = 30 
Coaching  
(N = 743) 
70.00% 
n = 98 
60.78% 
n = 468 
52.86% 
n = 37 
66.25% 
n = 106 
44.74% 
n = 34 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 12) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.65% 
n = 5 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.00% 
n = 0 
9.21% 
n = 7 
Explaining 
reader 
experience  
(N = 8) 
3.57% 
n = 5 
0.26% 
n = 2 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.63% 
n = 1 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Offering 
personal 
reaction 
 (N = 14) 
0.71% 
n = 1 
1.56% 
n = 12 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.00% 
n = 0 
1.32% 
n = 1 
Referring to 
source of help  
(N = 59) 
11.43% 
n = 16 
5.32% 
n = 41 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.00% 
n = 0 
2.63% 
n = 2 
Other 
 (N = 45) 
5.71% 
n = 8 
3.77% 
n = 29 
5.71% 
n = 4 
1.25% 
n = 2 
2.63% 
n = 2 
Total 
(N = 1216) 
100%  
(N = 140) 
100%  
(N = 770) 
100%  
(N = 70) 
100%  
(N = 160) 
100%  
(N = 76) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the 
function of terminal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for 
this test was significant: 2 (36, N = 1382) = 266.81, p < .001, indicating that the valence of 
terminal comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 
0.22, which indicates that the effect size was small; recent WPE experiences accounted for 
4.8% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.20.) 
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Table 4.20 Terminal Comment Function by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Semester 
Function  1 2 3 4 6 
Judgment  
(N = 570) 
37.90% 
n = 94 
43.66% 
n = 279 
36.26% 
n = 95 
42.94% 
n = 73 
46.03% 
n = 29 
Coaching  
(N = 453) 
39.52% 
n = 98 
35.84% 
n = 229 
18.32% 
n = 48 
33.53% 
n = 57 
33.33% 
n = 21 
Metacommentary  
(N = 47) 
2.82% 
n = 7 
3.60% 
n = 23 
2.67% 
n = 7 
5.88% 
n = 10 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 22) 
0.81% 
n = 2 
2.03% 
n = 13 
1.53% 
n = 4 
0.00% 
n = 0 
4.76% 
n = 3 
Grading 
(N = 96) 
5.65% 
n = 14 
4.07% 
n = 26 
10.69% 
n = 28 
13.53% 
n = 23 
7.94% 
n = 5 
Justifying grade 
(N = 76) 
0.40% 
n = 1 
2.35% 
n = 15 
22.52% 
n = 59 
0.00% 
n = 0 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Explaining 
reader 
experience 
(N = 2) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.38% 
n = 1 
0.59% 
n = 1 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Offering personal 
reactions 
(N = 7) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.63% 
n = 4 
0.76% 
n = 2 
0.00% 
n = 0 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Referring to 
source of help 
(N = 26) 
2.02% 
n = 5 
2.82% 
n = 18 
0.76% 
n = 2 
0.00% 
n = 0 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Other 
(N = 83) 
10.89% 
n = 27 
5.01% 
n = 32 
6.11% 
n = 16 
3.53% 
n = 6 
3.17% 
n = 2 
Total 
(N = 1382) 
100%  
(N = 248) 
100%  
(N = 639) 
100%  
(N = 262) 
100%  
(N = 170) 
100%  
(N = 63) 
 
Participants who reported the lowest amount of recent WPE experiences provided the 
highest percentage of marginal referrals to sources of help (11.43%, n = 16) and the highest 
percentage of coaching comments (70%, n = 98). They also provided the highest percentage 
of terminal “other” comments (10.89%, n = 27). Participants who reported the highest 
amount of recent WPE experiences, however, provided the lowest percentage of marginal 
coaching comments (44.74%, n = 34) and the lowest percentage of terminal other comments 
(3.17%, n = 2). 
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Content 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
marginal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (24, N = 1214) = 158.73, p < .001, indicating that the content of marginal 
comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.18, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; recent WPE experiences accounted for 3.3% of 
the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 4.21.) 
Table 4.21 Marginal Comment Content by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Semester 
Content  1 2 3 4 6 
Context  
(N = 101) 
0.71% 
n = 1 
6.64% 
n = 51 
24.29% 
n = 17 
11.88% 
n = 19 
17.11% 
n = 13 
Substance  
(N = 512) 
24.29% 
n = 34 
44.53% 
n = 342 
35.71% 
n = 25 
46.88% 
n = 75 
47.37% 
n = 36 
Organization  
(N = 96) 
4.29% 
n = 6 
6.51% 
n = 50 
11.43% 
n = 8 
13.13% 
n = 21 
14.47% 
n = 11 
Style  
(N = 184) 
17.86% 
n = 25 
14.84% 
n = 114 
14.29% 
n = 10 
16.25% 
n = 26 
11.84% 
n = 9 
Delivery  
(N = 223) 
42.86% 
n = 60 
18.88% 
n = 145 
0.00% 
n = 0 
7.50% 
n = 12 
7.89% 
n = 6 
Combination 
 (N = 7) 
0.71% 
n = 1 
0.52% 
n = 4 
1.43% 
n = 1 
0.63% 
n = 1 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Other  
(N = 91)  
9.29% 
n = 13 
8.07% 
n = 62 
12.86% 
n = 9 
3.75% 
n = 6 
1.32% 
n = 1 
Total 
(N = 1214) 
100%  
(N = 140) 
100%  
(N = 768) 
100%  
(N = 70) 
100%  
(N = 160) 
100%  
(N = 76) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
terminal comments varied by amount of recent WPE experiences. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (24, N = 1377) = 185.19, p < .001, indicating that the valence of terminal 
comments differs amongst amounts of recent WPE experiences. Cramer’s phi was 0.18,  
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which indicates that the effect size was small; recent WPE experiences accounted for 3.4% of 
the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 4.22.) 
Table 4.22 Terminal Comment Content by Number of Recent WPE Experiences 
 Semester 
Content  1 2 3 4 6 
Context  
(N = 156) 
3.63% 
n = 9 
6.29% 
n = 40 
29.23% 
n = 76 
11.18% 
n = 19 
19.05% 
n = 12 
Substance  
(N = 755) 
58.47% 
n = 145 
63.99% 
n = 407 
38.08% 
n = 99 
44.12% 
n = 75 
46.03% 
n = 29 
Organization  
(N = 86) 
7.26% 
n = 18 
4.09% 
n = 26 
4.23% 
n = 11 
14.12% 
n = 24 
11.11% 
n = 7 
Style  
(N = 84) 
7.26% 
n = 18 
5.19% 
n = 33 
8.08% 
n = 21 
3.53% 
n = 6 
9.52% 
n = 6 
Delivery  
(N = 43) 
4.44% 
n = 11 
3.77% 
n = 24 
0.77% 
n = 2 
3.53% 
n = 6 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Combination 
 (N = 27) 
1.61% 
n = 4 
1.89% 
n = 12 
0.77% 
n = 2 
4.71% 
n = 8 
1.59% 
n = 1 
Other  
(N = 226)  
17.34% 
n = 43 
14.78% 
n = 94 
18.85% 
n = 49 
18.82% 
n = 32 
12.70% 
n = 8 
Total 
(N = 1377) 
100%  
(N = 248) 
100%  
(N = 636) 
100%  
(N = 260) 
100%  
(N = 170) 
100%  
(N = 63) 
 
Participants with the lowest reported WPE spent most of their marginal comments on 
delivery (42.86%, n = 60), while all other participants with more reported WPE experiences 
had marginal comments related to substance as their most common content type. These 
participants with low reported WPE also spent the most time on delivery (4.44%, n = 11) in 
their terminal comments out of all the reported experience amounts and provided the lowest 
percentage of terminal context comments (3.63%, n = 9).  
Part 3: Whether the form and content of GTAs’ comments varies by area of study 
 The form of GTAs’ comments was coded with two different variables: the valence 
and sentence type. Area of study was also coded in two different ways, by their degree  
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program (i.e., MA, MFA, Ph.D.) and their specific area of study (e.g., MA English, Ph.D. 
Rhetoric and Professional Communication). 
Valence 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test was 
nonsignificant: p = .40.  
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ areas of study. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (8, N = 2314) = 268.71, p < .001, indicating that the valence of marginal 
comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.24, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ areas of study accounted for 5.8% of 
the variability in the valence of the comment. (See Table 4.23.) 
Table 4.23 Marginal Comment Valence by Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Valence 
MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, & 
Professional 
Communication 
MA 
TESOL 
Ph.D. Rhetoric 
& Professional 
Communication 
Two Areas 
Praise  
(N = 419) 
44.44% 
n = 156 
7.94% 
n = 76 
26.03% 
n = 69 
13.14% 
n = 64 
22.79% 
n = 85 
Critique  
(N = 230) 
9.40% 
n = 33 
8.46% 
n = 81 
15.07% 
n = 69 
11.09% 
n = 54 
10.72% 
n = 40 
Neutral  
(N = 1665) 
46.15% 
n = 162 
83.59% 
n = 800 
58.90% 
n = 69 
75.77% 
n = 369 
66.49% 
n = 248 
Total 
(N = 2314) 
100% 
n = 351 
100% 
n = 957 
100% 
n = 146 
100% 
n = 487 
100% 
n = 373 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
terminal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test was 
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significant: 2 (4, N = 2176) = 87.18, p < .001, indicating that the valence of terminal 
comments differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.14, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program accounted for 2.0% 
of the variability in the valence of the comment. (See Table 4.24.) 
Table 4.24 Terminal Comment Valence by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Valence MA MFA Ph.D. 
Praise  
(N = 716) 
35.13% 
n = 431 
20.36% 
n = 103 
41.08% 
n = 182 
Critique  
(N = 251) 
11.90% 
n = 146 
7.31% 
n = 37 
15.35% 
n = 68 
Neutral  
(N = 1209) 
52.97% 
n = 650 
72.33% 
n = 366 
43.57% 
n = 193 
Total 
(N = 2176) 
100% 
N = 1227 
100% 
N = 506 
100% 
N = 443 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the valence of 
terminal comments varied by the participants’ areas of study. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (10, N = 2176) = 156.91, p < .001, indicating that the valence of terminal 
comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.19, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the semester accounted for 3.6% of the variability in 
the valence of the comment. (See Table 4.25.) 
Table 4.25 Terminal Comment Valence by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study 
Function  MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, 
& Professional 
Communicatio
n 
MA 
TESO
L 
MFA 
Creativ
e 
Writing 
Ph.D. Rhetoric 
& Professional 
Communicatio
n 
Two 
fields 
Praise  
(N = 716) 
49.06% 
n = 130 
33.38% 
n = 247 
24.32% 
n = 54 
20.36% 
n = 103 
38.24% 
n = 91 
44.39% 
n = 91 
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Table 4.25 (continued) 
Critique  
(N = 251) 
7.92% 
n = 21 
10.27% 
n = 76 
22.07% 
n = 49 
7.31% 
n = 37 
20.59% 
n = 49 
9.27% 
n = 19 
Neutral  
(N = 
1209) 
43.02% 
n = 114 
56.35% 
n = 417 
53.60% 
n = 119 
72.33% 
n = 366 
41.18% 
n = 98 
46.34% 
n = 95 
Total 
(N = 
2176) 
51.57% 
n = 265 
100% 
n = 740 
100% 
n = 222 
100% 
n = 506 
100% 
n = 238 
100% 
n = 205 
 
There was no significant difference in the marginal valence of comments written by 
MA and Ph.D. seeking participants in this study, but there was a small difference in the 
terminal comments. The participants pursuing a Ph.D. had the highest percentage of marginal 
praise comments (41.08%, n =182) and the lowest percentage of marginal neutral comments 
(43.57%, n =193). For all three groups of degree–seekers, marginal neutral comments were 
most common. 
Sentence Type 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of marginal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this 
test was significant: 2 (4, N = 2313) = 237.71, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of 
marginal comments differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.32, 
which indicates that the effect size was medium; the participants’ degree program accounted 
for 10.3% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment, the highest amount of 
variability found in this study. (See Table 4.26.) 
Table 4.26 Marginal Comment Sentence Type by Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Sentence Type MA Ph.D. 
Interrogative  
(N = 449) 
22.45% 
n = 326 
14.29% 
n = 123 
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Table 4.26 (continued) 
Imperative  
(N = 403) 
23.83% 
n = 346 
6.62% 
n = 57 
Declarative  
(N = 884) 
34.50% 
n = 501 
44.48% 
n = 383 
Exclamatory 
(N = 105) 
5.92% 
n = 86 
2.21% 
n = 19 
Other 
 (N = 472) 
13.29% 
n = 193 
32.40% 
n = 279 
Total 
(N = 2313) 
100%  
(N = 1452) 
100%  
(N = 861) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of marginal comments varied by the participants’ area of study. The result for this test 
was significant: 2 (16, N = 2313) = 576.89, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of 
marginal comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.25, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ area of study accounted for 
6.2% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. (See Table 4.27.) 
Table 4.27 Marginal Comment Sentence Type by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Function  
MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, & 
Professional 
Communication 
MA 
TESOL 
Ph.D. Rhetoric 
& Professional 
Communication 
Two fields 
Interrogative  
(N = 449) 
21.08% 
n = 74 
22.28% 
n = 213 
26.90% 
n = 39 
10.68% 
n = 52 
18.98% 
n = 71 
Imperative  
(N = 403) 
4.56% 
n = 16 
34.31% 
n = 328 
1.38% 
n = 2 
7.39% 
n = 36 
5.61% 
n = 21 
Declarative  
(N = 884) 
40.46% 
n = 142 
28.56% 
n = 273 
59.31% 
n = 86 
37.78% 
n = 184 
53.21% 
n = 199 
Exclamatory  
(N = 105) 
7.12% 
n = 25 
4.92% 
n = 47 
9.66% 
n = 14 
2.05% 
n = 10 
2.41% 
n = 9 
Other 
 (N = 472) 
26.78% 
n = 94 
9.94% 
n = 95 
2.76% 
n = 4 
42.09% 
n = 205 
19.79% 
n = 74 
Total 
(N = 2313) 
100% 
n = 351 
100% 
n = 956 
100% 
n = 145 
100% 
n = 487 
100% 
n = 374 
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A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of terminal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test 
was significant: 2 (8, N = 2179) = 120.52 p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of 
terminal comments differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.17, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program accounted for 
2.8% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. (See Table 4.28.) 
Table 4.28 Terminal Comment Sentence Type by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Function  MA MFA Ph.D. 
Interrogative  
(N = 159) 
4.73% 
n = 58 
14.99% 
n = 76 
5.62% 
n = 25 
Imperative  
(N = 254) 
10.27% 
n = 126 
18.93% 
n = 96 
7.19% 
n = 32 
Declarative  
(N = 1416) 
69.60% 
n = 854 
47.73% 
n = 242 
71.91% 
n = 320 
Exclamatory  
(N = 66) 
2.93% 
n = 36 
3.94% 
n = 20 
2.25% 
n = 10 
Other 
 (N = 284) 
12.47% 
n = 153 
14.40% 
n = 73 
13.03% 
n = 58 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
100% 
N = 1227 
100% 
N = 507 
100% 
N = 445 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the sentence 
type of terminal comments varied by the participants’ area of study. The result for this test 
was significant: 2 (20, N = 2179) = 265.97, p < .001, indicating that the sentence type of 
terminal comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.18, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ area of study accounted for 
3.1% of the variability in the sentence type of the comment. (See Table 4.29.) 
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Table 4.29 Terminal Comment Sentence Type by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Function  MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, 
& 
Professional 
Communicati
on 
MA 
TESO
L 
MFA 
Creativ
e 
Writing 
Ph.D. 
Rhetoric & 
Professional 
Communicati
on 
Two 
fields 
Interrogati
ve  
(N = 159) 
6.79% 
n = 18 
5.14% 
n = 38 
0.90% 
n = 2 
14.99% 
n = 76 
7.08% 
n = 17 
3.90% 
n = 8 
Imperative  
(N = 254) 
3.40% 
n = 9 
14.86% 
n = 110 
3.15% 
n = 7 
18.93% 
n = 96 
6.25% 
n = 15 
8.29% 
n = 17 
Declarative  
(N = 1416) 60.38% 
n = 160 
67.43% 
n = 499 
87.84% 
n = 195 
47.73% 
n = 242 
64.17% 
n = 154 
80.98
% 
n = 
166 
Exclamator
y  
(N = 66) 
2.26% 
n = 6 
3.78% 
n = 28 
0.90% 
n = 2 
3.94% 
n = 20 
2.08% 
n = 5 
2.44% 
n = 5 
Other 
 (N = 284) 
27.17% 
n = 72 
8.78% 
n = 65 
7.21% 
n = 16 
14.40% 
n = 73 
20.42% 
n = 49 
4.39% 
n = 9 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
100% 
n = 265 
100% 
n = 740 
100% 
n = 222 
100% 
n = 507 
100% 
n = 240 
100% 
n = 
205 
 
The participants’ degree programs had the greatest effect on marginal sentence type. 
Participants pursuing an MA used more interrogative, imperative, and exclamatory marginal 
sentences than did their peers pursuing doctorates. The biggest difference in percentage was 
between the two groups’ usage of “other” comments: MA GTAs dedicated 13.29% (n = 193) 
of their marginal comments to “other” sentence types while Ph.D. GTAs wrote 32.30% (n = 
279) of their comments as this kind. While not as influential as the participant’s degree 
program, the participants’ areas of study also had an impact on sentence type of marginal 
comments: while declarative comments remained the most common across most areas of  
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study, Ph.D. students in Rhetoric and Professional Communication spent most of their 
marginal comments writing other sentence types (42.09%, n =205). 
The participants’ degree programs or areas of study did not have as great an influence 
on terminal sentence type. The MFA participant wrote a higher percentage of interrogative 
(14.99%, n = 76), imperative (18.93%, n = 96), and other (14.40%, n = 73) comments than 
participants pursuing MAs or doctorates. All three groups had declarative comments as their 
single highest percentage of sentence type. Similarly, participants in all areas of study had 
declarative comments as their single highest percentage of sentence type, though the second–
most-common sentence type varies between other (MA English: 27.27%, n = 72; MA 
TESOL: 7.21%, n = 16; Ph.D. RPC: 20.42%, n = 49) and imperative (MA RCPC: 14.86%, n 
= 110; MFA Creative Writing: 18.93%, n =96). 
Function 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (6, N = 2315) = 93.72, p < .001, indicating that the function of marginal 
comments differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.20, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program accounted for 4.0% 
of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.30.) 
Table 4.30 Marginal Comment Function by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Function  MA Ph.D. 
Judgment  
(N = 640) 
27.37% 
n = 398 
28.11% 
n = 242 
Coaching  
(N = 1292) 
60.73% 
n = 883 
47.50% 
n = 409 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 20) 
0.96% 
n = 14 
0.70% 
n = 6 
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Table 4.30 (continued) 
Explaining reader 
experience  
(N = 20) 
0.76% 
n = 11 
1.05% 
n = 9 
Offering personal reaction 
(N = 28) 
1.51% 
n = 22 
0.70% 
n = 6 
Referring to source of help  
(N = 182) 
4.54% 
n = 66 
13.47% 
n = 116 
Other 
 (N = 133) 
4.13% 
n = 60 
8.48% 
n = 73 
Total 
(N = 2315) 
100%  
(N = 1454) 
100%  
(N = 861) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ specific area of study. The result for this test 
was significant: 2 (24, N = 2315) = 473.02, p < .001, indicating that the function of 
marginal comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.23, 
which indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ area of study accounted for 
5.1% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.31.) 
Table 4.31 Marginal Comment Function by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Function  
MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, & 
Professional 
Communication 
MA 
TESOL 
Ph.D. Rhetoric 
& Professional 
Communication 
Two 
fields 
Judgment  
(N = 640) 
51.57% 
n = 181 
16.51% 
n = 158 
40.41% 
n = 59 
24.44% 
n = 119 
32.89% 
n = 123 
Coaching  
(N = 1292) 
41.60% 
n = 146 
69.59% 
n = 666 
48.63% 
n = 71 
40.04% 
n = 195 
57.22% 
n = 214 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 20) 
1.42% 
n = 5 
0.21% 
n = 2 
4.79% 
n = 7 
0.62% 
n = 3 
0.80% 
n = 3 
Explaining 
reader 
experience  
(N = 20) 
1.14% 
n = 4 
0.73% 
n = 7 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.41% 
n = 2 
1.87% 
n = 7 
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Table 4.31 (continued) 
Offering 
personal 
reaction  
(N = 28) 
1.99% 
n = 7 
1.46% 
n = 14 
0.68% 
n = 1 
0.82% 
n = 4 
0.53% 
n = 2 
Referring to 
source of 
help  
(N = 182) 
0.28% 
n = 1 
6.58% 
n = 63 
1.37% 
n = 2 
23.00% 
n = 112 
1.07% 
n = 4 
Other 
 (N = 133) 
1.99% 
n = 7 
4.91% 
n = 47 
4.11% 
n = 6 
10.68% 
n = 52 
5.61% 
n = 21 
Total 
(N = 2315) 
100% 
n = 351 
100% 
n = 957 
100% 
n = 146 
100% 
n = 487 
100% 
n = 374 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
terminal comments varied by the participants’ degree. The result for this test was significant: 
2 (18, N = 2179) = 221.89, p < .001, indicating that the function of terminal comments 
differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.23, which indicates that 
the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program (MA or Ph.D.) accounted for 
5.1% of the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.32.) 
Table 4.32 Terminal Comment Function by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Function  MA MFA Ph.D. 
Judgment  
(N = 975) 
47.11% 
n = 578 
27.61% 
n = 140 
57.75% 
n = 257 
Coaching  
(N = 745) 
33.09% 
n = 406 
40.24% 
n = 204 
30.34% 
n = 135 
Metacommentary  
(N = 61) 
2.04% 
n = 25 
4.54% 
n = 23 
2.92% 
n = 13 
Paraphrasing  
(N = 34) 
0.98% 
n = 12 
3.55% 
n = 18 
0.90% 
n = 4 
Grading  
(N = 125) 
5.13% 
n = 63 
8.88% 
n = 45 
3.82% 
n = 17 
Justifying Grade  
(N = 83) 
6.28% 
n = 77 
0.59% 
n = 3 
0.67% 
n = 3 
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Table 4.32 (continued) 
Explaining Reader 
Experience  
(N = 6) 
0.24% 
n = 3 
0.20% 
n = 1 
0.45% 
n = 2 
Offering Personal 
Reactions  
(N = 16) 
0.49% 
n = 6 
1.18% 
n = 6 
0.90% 
n = 4 
Referring to 
Source of Help 
(N = 33) 
1.79% 
n = 22 
1.38% 
n = 7 
0.90% 
n = 4 
Other 
(N = 101) 
2.85% 
n = 35 
11.83% 
n = 60 
1.35% 
n = 6 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
100% 
N = 1227 
100% 
N = 507 
100% 
N = 445 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the function of 
terminal comments varied by the participants’ area of study. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (45, N = 2179) = 683.67, p < .001, indicating that the function of terminal 
comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.25, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ area of study accounted for 6.3% of 
the variability in the function of the comment. (See Table 4.33.) 
Table 4.33 Terminal Comment Function by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study 
Function 
Code 
MA 
English 
MA Rhetoric, 
Composition, 
& 
Professional 
Communicati
on 
MA 
TESO
L 
MFA 
Creativ
e 
Writing 
Ph.D. Rhetoric 
& Professional 
Communicatio
n 
Two 
fields 
Judgment  
(N = 975) 55.47% 
n = 147 
44.59% 
n = 330 
45.50% 
n = 101 
27.61% 
n = 140 
61.25% 
n = 147 
53.66
% 
n = 
110 
Coaching  
(N = 745) 
21.51% 
n = 57 
42.57% 
n = 315 
15.32% 
n = 34 
40.24% 
n = 204 
23.33% 
n = 56 
38.54
% 
n = 79 
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Table 4.33 (continued) 
Metacom
mentary  
(N = 61) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
3.38% 
n = 25 
0.00% 
n = 0 
4.54% 
n = 23 
0.83% 
n = 2 
5.37% 
n = 11 
Para–
phrasing  
(N = 34) 
1.89% 
n = 5 
0.41% 
n = 3 
1.80% 
n = 4 
3.55% 
n = 18 
1.25% 
n = 3 
0.49% 
n = 1 
Grading  
(N = 125) 
9.81% 
n = 26 
3.11% 
n = 23 
6.31% 
n = 14 
8.88% 
n = 45 
7.08% 
n = 17 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Justifying 
Grade 
(N = 83) 
6.42% 
n = 17 
0.00% 
n = 0 
27.03% 
n = 60 
0.59% 
n = 3 
1.25% 
n = 3 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Explaining 
Reader 
Experience 
(N = 6) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.27% 
n = 2 
0.45% 
n = 1 
0.20% 
n = 1 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.98% 
n = 2 
Offering 
Personal 
Reactions 
(N = 16) 
0.00% 
n = 0 
0.68% 
n = 5 
0.45% 
n = 1 
1.18% 
n = 6 
1.67% 
n = 4 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Referring 
to Source 
of Help 
(N = 33) 
0.38% 
n = 1 
2.43% 
n = 18 
1.35% 
n = 3 
1.38% 
n = 7 
1.25% 
n = 3 
0.49% 
n = 1 
Other 
(N = 101) 
4.53% 
n = 12 
2.57% 
n = 19 
1.80% 
n = 4 
11.83% 
n = 60 
2.08% 
n = 5 
0.49% 
n = 1 
Total 
(N = 2179) 
51.57% 
n = 265 
100% 
n = 740 
100% 
n = 222 
100% 
n = 507 
100% 
n = 240 
100% 
n = 
205 
 
The participants’ degree programs and areas of study had small effects on the 
functions of both marginal and terminal comments. The largest effect size (6.3%) was that of 
the participants’ degree programs on the function of terminal comments. While participants 
pursuing MAs and doctorates spent the highest percentage of their comments on judgment 
functions (47.11%, n = 578, and 57.75%, n = 257, respectively), the MFA–seeking 
participant spent most of her time on coaching comments (40.24%, n = 204). Additionally, 
MA participants used the highest percentage of their comments on justifying grades (6.28%, 
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n = 77). For both MFA and Ph.D. seekers, grade justification was the least common terminal 
comment function, coming in at under 1% (n = 3; n = 3, respectively) of their total 
comments. 
Content 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (6, N = 2309) = 112.21, p < .001, indicating that the content of marginal 
comments differs amongst participants’ degree programs. Cramer’s phi was 0.22, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program accounted for 4.9% 
of the variability in the content of the comments. (See Table 4.34.) 
Table 4.34 Marginal Comment Content by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Content  MA Ph.D. 
Context  
(N = 172) 
7.92% 
n = 115 
6.65% 
n = 57 
Substance  
(N = 849) 
40.29% 
n = 585 
30.81% 
n = 264 
Organization  
(N = 171) 
7.99% 
n = 116 
6.42% 
n = 55 
Style  
(N = 421) 
15.91% 
n = 231 
22.17% 
n = 190 
Delivery  
(N = 355) 
18.04% 
n = 262 
10.85% 
n = 93 
Combination 
 (N = 13) 
0.55% 
n = 8 
0.58% 
n = 5 
Other  
(N = 328)  
9.30% 
n = 135 
22.52% 
n = 193 
Total 
(N = 2309) 
100%  
(N = 1452) 
100%  
(N = 857) 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
marginal comments varied by the participants’ areas of study. The result for this test was 
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significant: 2 (24, N = 2309) = 500.42, p < .001, indicating that the content of marginal 
comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.23, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ areas of study accounted for 5.4% of 
the variability in the content of the comments. (See Table 4.35.) 
Table 4.35 Marginal Comment Content by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Content  MA English MA 
Rhetoric 
and 
Compositio
n 
MA 
TESOL 
Ph.D. 
Rhetoric 
and 
Compositio
n 
Two fields 
Context  
(N = 172) 
16.29% 
n = 57 
2.93% 
n = 28 
20.55% 
n = 30 
3.90% 
n = 19 
10.27% 
n = 38 
Substance  
(N = 849) 
52.86% 
n = 185 
35.46% 
n = 339 
41.78% 
n = 61 
24.64% 
n = 120 
38.92% 
n = 144 
Organizatio
n  
(N = 171) 
10.86% 
n = 38 
6.17% 
n = 59 
13.01% 
n = 19 
4.52% 
n = 22 
8.92% 
n = 33 
Style  
(N = 421) 
12.29% 
n = 43 
17.68% 
n = 169 
13.01% 
n = 19 
19.92% 
n = 97 
25.14% 
n = 93 
Delivery  
(N = 355) 
4.57% 
n = 16 
25.10% 
n = 240 
4.11% 
n = 6 
11.91% 
n = 58 
9.46% 
n = 35 
Combinatio
n 
(N = 13) 
0.86% 
n = 3 
0.42% 
n = 4 
0.68% 
n = 1 
1.03% 
n = 5 
0.00% 
n = 0 
Other 
(N = 328) 
2.29% 
n = 8 
12.24% 
n = 117 
6.85% 
n = 10 
34.09% 
n = 166 
7.30% 
n = 27 
Total 
(N = 2309) 
100% 
n = 350 
100% 
n = 956 
100% 
n = 146 
100% 
n = 487 
100% 
n = 370 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was also conducted to assess whether the content 
of terminal comments varied by the participants’ degree program. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (12, N = 2174) = 106.44, p < .001, indicating that the content of terminal 
comments differs amongst participants’ degree program. Cramer’s phi was 0.16, which  
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indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ degree program accounted for 2.4% 
of the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 4.36.) 
Table 4.36 Terminal Comment Content by Participant Degree Program 
 Degree Program 
Content  MA MFA Ph.D. 
Context  
(N = 240) 
13.48% 
n = 165 
5.35% 
n = 27 
10.79% 
n = 48 
Substance  
(N = 1211) 
54.25% 
n = 664 
59.60% 
n = 301 
55.28% 
n = 246 
Organization  
(N = 148) 
7.11% 
n = 87 
3.17% 
n = 16 
10.11% 
n = 45 
Style  
(N = 158) 
7.19% 
n = 88 
6.73% 
n = 34 
8.09% 
n = 36 
Delivery  
(N = 67) 
4.17% 
n = 51 
0.20% 
n = 1 
3.37% 
n = 15 
Combination  
(N = 41) 
2.45% 
n = 30 
1.19% 
n = 6 
1.12% 
n = 5 
Other 
(N = 309) 
11.36% 
n = 139 
23.76% 
n = 120 
11.24% 
n = 50 
Total 
(N = 2174) 
100% 
N = 1224 
100% 
N = 505 
100% 
N = 445 
 
A chi-squared test for independence was conducted to assess whether the content of 
terminal comments varied by the participants’ areas of study. The result for this test was 
significant: 2 (30, N = 2174) = 354.03, p < .001, indicating that the content of terminal 
comments differs amongst participants’ areas of study. Cramer’s phi was 0.18, which 
indicates that the effect size was small; the participants’ areas of study accounted for 3.3% of 
the variability in the content of the comment. (See Table 4.37.)  
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Table 4.37 Terminal Comment Content by Participant Area of Study 
 Area of Study  
Content  MA 
English 
MA 
Rhetoric 
and 
Composit
ion 
MA 
TESOL 
MFA 
Creative 
Writing 
Ph.D. 
Rhetoric 
and 
Composit
ion 
Two 
fields 
Context  
(N = 240) 
9.92% 
n = 26 
7.16% 
n = 53 
38.74% 
n = 86 
5.35% 
n = 27 
12.92% 
n = 31 
8.29% 
n = 17 
Substance  
(N = 
1211) 
49.62% 
n = 130 
62.03% 
n = 459 
33.78% 
n = 75 
59.60% 
n = 301 
50.42% 
n = 121 
60.98% 
n = 125 
Organizat
ion  
(N = 148) 
7.63% 
n = 20 
6.89% 
n = 51 
7.21% 
n = 16 
3.17% 
n = 16 
8.33% 
n = 20 
12.20% 
n = 25 
Style  
(N = 158) 
4.96% 
n = 13 
7.57% 
n = 56 
8.56% 
n = 19 
6.73% 
n = 34 
8.33% 
n = 20 
7.80% 
n = 16 
Delivery  
(N = 67) 
2.29% 
n = 6 
5.81% 
n = 43 
0.90% 
n = 2 
0.20% 
n = 1 
4.58% 
n = 11 
1.95% 
n = 4 
Combinat
ion  
(N = 41) 
3.05% 
n = 8 
2.57% 
n = 19 
1.35% 
n = 3 
1.19% 
n = 6 
1.25% 
n = 3 
0.98% 
n = 2 
Other 
(N = 309) 
22.52% 
n = 59 
7.97% 
n = 59 
9.46% 
n = 21 
23.76% 
n = 120 
14.17% 
n = 34 
7.80% 
n = 16 
Total 
(N = 
2174) 
100% 
n = 262 
100% 
n = 740 
100% 
n = 222 
100% 
n = 505 
100% 
n = 240 
100% 
n = 205 
 
The participants’ degree programs and areas of study had small effects on the content 
of both marginal and terminal comments, and the effect sizes were larger for marginal 
comments than for terminal comments. The participants’ degree programs had an effect size 
of 4.9% on marginal content while the participants’ areas of study had an effect size of 5.4%. 
Both MA and Ph.D. degree seekers spent most of their comments on issues related to 
substance (40.29%, n = 585, and 30.81%, n = 264, respectively), but the MA participants’ 
next most common areas to comment on were delivery (18.04%, n = 262), followed by style  
 
94 
(15.91%, n = 231), while Ph.D. participants’ next most common areas were “other” (22.52%, 
n = 193), followed by style (22.17%, n = 190). 
The participants’ marginal content comments also showed some variation with their 
areas of study. While most groups spent most of their comments on substance, the 
participants seeking a Ph.D. in Rhetoric and Composition dedicated most of their comments 
to the “other” category (34.09%, n = 166), followed by substance (24.64%, n = 120). Across 
all areas of study, combination comments were least common (0-1.03%, n = 0-5) of 
comments. 
To a lesser extent the participants’ degree programs and areas of study also affected 
terminal comments. Substance comments dominate the terminal comments for all degree 
programs and nearly all areas of study, but the second–most-common comment content 
varies. The second–most-common content for MA participants is context (13.48%, n = 165), 
but shifts to “other” for MFA and Ph.D. student participants (23.76%, n = 120 and 11.24%, n 
= 50, respectively). For areas of study, the only participant to not comment most frequently 
on substance is the MA TESOL participant, who focuses on context (38.74%, n = 86). The 
second–most-common comments are “other” (MA English: 22.52%, n = 59; MA RCPC: 
7.97%, n = 59; MFA: 23.76%, n =120; Ph.D. RPC: 14.17%, n =34), substance (MA TESOL: 
33.78%, n = 75), and organization (Two fields: 12.20%, n = 25). 
Part 4: How GTAs describe their goals and perceived strengths and weaknesses across 
time  
I interviewed ten people for the qualitative part of this study. (For demographics and 
participant-selected pseudonyms of these participants, see Table 4.38.) These qualitative 
interviews were the participants’ opportunities to share their perspectives on their own 
commenting goals, strengths, and weaknesses, and the interviews were loosely structured 
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enough to provide space for participants to bring up any topics or concerns related to 
commenting that they thought were worth discussing. The qualitative analysis of 
participants’ responses resulted in the development of several themes that work together to 
address the research question. This section will first overview the emergent themes and then 
connect those themes to the research question. 
Table 4.38 Participant Demographics and Participation Level 
Participant 
Pseudonym 
Graduate 
Degree 
Area of Study Gender Interview 
Semester 
Akeelah Ph.D. RPC Woman 1-4 
Bob Ph.D. RPC Man 3-4 
Dino  Two fields Man 4 
Henry Ph.D. RPC Man 3-4 
Jared MA RCPC Man 1-4 
Katie MA RCPC Woman 3-4 
Pedro Ph.D. ALT Man 2-4 
Ruby MFA Creative Writing Woman 2-4 
Sofia MA  English Woman 1-4 
Sue MA TESOL Woman 1-4 
 
Emergent Themes 
Resisting Perceived Commenting Expectations 
 Throughout the interviews, participants mentioned various levels of resistance to or 
skepticism of how they believed they were supposed to be commenting on students’ work. 
While no one mandated that GTAs must comment in particular ways, participants reported 
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that their pedagogy proseminar and associated faculty mentors emphasized the importance of 
offering robust commentary and commenting in the following ways: positive, nondirective, 
focused on revision, and not focused on grammar. The participants typically mentioned some 
resistance only after their first semester of teaching and when they noticed a troubling 
disconnect or mismatch between their perceived commenting expectations and their 1) 
experiences as students and/or 2) experiences as teachers.  
 When reflecting on their experiences as a student, participants sometimes noticed 
disconnects between what they experienced and how they believed they were supposed to be 
offering comments, but this disconnect did not always manifest itself in resistance. For 
example, some participants noted that comments they had received on their own work in the 
past were dissimilar from those they were providing for their students, but they were not 
apparently bothered by or resistant to their perceived commenting expectations. Frequently, 
that experience served as motivation to avoid a certain type of commenting. However, when 
the participants accepted or were satisfied with their past experiences, they discussed some 
resistance to the commenting style they had been taught.  
Experiences as students 
 Participants who were satisfied with the kinds of comments they had received in the 
past, comments that were dissimilar to those they believed they were expected to provide for 
their own students, expressed resistance to commenting in the way they had been taught. For 
example, Henry, in his third and fourth semesters of teaching, reflected on his own 
experience with receiving comments during his undergraduate work, and noted the 
differences he saw between the comments he received and the ones he believed he was 
expected to give: 
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The amount of comments and feedback that I give is so much more, I mean powers 
more, four, five, six times more than what I ever got when I was writing for 300–, 
400–level classes that I’m just kind of like, well, why am I doing so much if the 
tenured group, you know, doesn’t really follow this or doesn’t believe in it? 
Henry went on to explain that his past experience with receiving comments consisted mostly 
of checkmarks or other very brief notes, comments that did little more than provide a grade 
justification. Much of his frustration stemmed from a perceived double standard: that tenured 
faculty may comment in one way, but mere GTAs are expected to comment in another (more 
laborious) way. 
 Another participant, Katie, expressed a similar frustration, but rather than discuss past 
feedback, she focused on the comments she was currently receiving in her graduate work: 
That’s really what makes it hard to keep [giving nondirective feedback], because no 
one else is! Like, we’re being treated a certain way, so you wanna do that to your 
students, too because like we’re handling it as graduate students and improving, but 
graduate students are very different from undergraduate students… 
While Katie was by no means satisfied with the comments she had been receiving from her 
professors (she characterized them as “mean” and “cruel”), she nonetheless showed an 
understanding of why the comments she was receiving were so direct—graduate students, 
who are committed to the discipline, can handle the kind of direct feedback that would be 
counterproductive for an undergraduate in first-year composition. Despite Katie’s 
dissatisfaction with this kind of commenting, however, she was still resistant to commenting 
in the way she had been taught. That same issue of injustice that Henry emphasized is present 
in Katie’s remarks as well. 
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 Dino also mentioned a disconnect between the way he had been taught and the way 
he believed he should be commenting. Despite acknowledging that his comments should not 
focus on the minutia of sentence–level errors, Dino explained that, “I apparently do have 
some pet peeves that I just can’t help myself commenting on those.” He told a story about an 
extended comment he wrote for a student about the differences amongst the words alumni, 
alumnus, and alumnae. Reflecting on his own experience with receiving comments, he said: 
I read marginal comments when people give them to me, and so I find them helpful, 
and I think, well, like, if that student really did read my comment about alumni and 
alumnus and alumnae and was like, “Oh, that’s pretty interesting. I’m gonna try to 
remember that,” then it’s worth it, you know?  
Because Dino’s past experiences with receiving detailed, marginal feedback has been 
positive and valuable for him, he demonstrates some resistance toward commenting that 
avoids this approach, stating that he “just can’t help [himself].” 
These satisfactory or acceptable experiences with receiving comments as students 
helped fuel some skepticism of or resistance to the kinds of comments the participants 
believe they should be providing. 
Experiences as teachers 
Participants sometimes expressed resistance to the kinds of comments they believed 
they were expected to provide when they noticed a disconnect between those comments and 
experiences they had as teachers. Sometimes this experience occurred before they began their 
graduate program, and for others, this experience occurred during their work as GTAs at this 
institution. 
For example, Pedro was schooled in a different language and country, and he 
described how his previous experiences with receiving written feedback were much more 
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directive and focused on grammar than he was expected to be in this teaching context. While 
he was working on changing his approach, he described circumstances in which he expressed 
some doubts: 
I’m trying to come up with comments that are, that do assess the more general, 
overall structure of the paper and ideas, but sometimes, or many times, I’m still 
telling [my students], “You should do this,” instead of asking them, “How about 
this?” … This is not everybody, but I know that, I felt that some of the students need 
that kind of guidance, even though it’s not what we should maybe be delivering to 
them. 
Although Pedro was trying to write comments that focused on global issues and avoided 
directives, as a teacher, he was noticing individuals who he thought needed more directive 
and local feedback. His teaching experience provided some evidence for why he might resist 
the way he had been taught to comment. 
 Several participants mentioned their challenges with the limited amount of time they 
had to dedicate to responding to student work. Some participants in their first semester of 
teaching would mention time management as a challenge they were working on, but beyond 
that point, some GTAs shifted to characterizing their limited teaching time as a possible 
reason to resist some of the commenting strategies they had been taught. One common 
commenting feature that participants acknowledged resisting was consistently using praise. 
For instance, Jared said, “I should probably praise the students who aren’t doing as well, but 
there’s just not enough time in the day.” Katie also made the point quite clearly: 
I’m finding that if I [include praise] along with the more critical feedback and 
suggestions for improvements…, it would take 45 minutes to grade one paper, and 
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that’s just like an unreasonable amount of time [laughs] for someone who’s not, 
whose job is not just exclusively teaching, and even maybe then, when you’re 
teaching so many students. 
While Katie and Jared both acknowledged the importance of praise and generally supported 
its usage, they resisted making it a common part of their typical practices because of their 
experience as teachers. With other competing priorities, such as critiquing the work and 
suggesting revisions, praise is something they were resistant toward always including. 
 Whether they were remembering teaching experiences that predated their time as 
GTAs or were relying on their emerging experiences as current GTAs, participants drew on 
what they knew as teachers when forming some resistance to the ways in which they 
believed they were supposed to be commenting. 
Credibility: Owning, Borrowing, Doubting 
 Throughout the interviews, participants returned to the theme of their own credibility 
as teachers of first-year composition. However, this theme was much more prevalent for 
participants in their first year of teaching; after that time, discussion of this topic dwindled. 
(One notable exception to this trend is Henry, a GTA who had begun a career in an entirely 
unrelated field before returning to English in graduate school; he expressed strong doubts 
about his credibility throughout his second year of teaching.) The participants’ discussions of 
credibility focused around three different areas: owning their credibility, borrowing 
credibility, and doubting credibility. 
Owning credibility 
 Throughout these interviews, almost no participants made statements that directly 
expressed confidence in their credibility as a GTA. However, it is important to note that for 
some participants, the issue of their credibility hardly came up at all, especially as they 
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gained more experience. The interviews allowed the participants a lot of opportunity to bring 
up whatever they thought was relevant or worth talking about, and much of the time, 
conversation centered on the challenges or concerns the GTAs were experiencing, some of 
which were quite serious. While a dearth of conversation around their credibility does not 
guarantee that participants generally felt confident in their abilities, it does indicate that 
GTAs did not feel their credibility was worth discussing. 
As time progressed, though, participants began discussing the alignment between 
their in–class persona and the way that they write comments on their student papers. For 
most, it seemed that the more closely aligned the two were, the more credible they were as 
teachers and commenters. For example, Sofia said: 
I teach pop culture and so in our class, we’re not very formal. I mean, we’re talking 
about, like, movies and music and so it’s already a somewhat informal topic in class, 
so when I leave comments, as I’ve gotten more comfortable in my pop culture 
syllabus and as I’ve gotten more comfortable commenting and then as I get more 
comfortable with each class, each student, I tend to get more and more informal. 
Sofia explained that as she becomes more comfortable with the theme of her class and her 
students, her comments began to sound more and more like how the class talks. Here, the 
participants tie authenticity to credibility —commenting as one would actually talk is a more 
credible method of commenting than sounding like a different person. Katie described a 
similar evolution in her commenting practices: 
The first semester, first couple semesters, I definitely would write comments on my 
students’ papers and then have to go back and delete them and re–phrase because 
what I had originally typed was mean or just, you know, not something that I would 
102 
actually say to them. I wouldn’t say mean, I guess, but just not something I would 
actually say. 
Like Sofia, for Katie, the best comments were comments that were like what the teacher 
“would actually say.” In addition, we see that this alignment of one’s teaching persona with 
one’s commenting practices is something that developed over time—not something that 
participants identified as a strength from the beginning of their teaching experiences. 
Borrowing credibility 
 Participants in their first year of teaching frequently mentioned a common 
commenting strategy that allowed them to boost their credibility as new GTAs: commenting 
as a reader. Through this commenting strategy, GTAs can borrow or lean on the credibility of 
others in order to build their ethos, both to themselves and to their students.  
 The desire to comment as a stand–in for the students’ reader or audience was a very 
common topic for GTAs during their first year of teaching. In other words, participants 
wanted to write comments that sounded as though they were coming from an authentic reader 
of the students’ papers, rather than an evaluator or professor. Participants wanted their 
students to write to a genuine audience rather than strive to please them as the teacher, and in 
order to show they valued this kind of writing, participants wanted to comment in a way that 
aligned with that approach. The pedagogy proseminar reportedly stressed this method of 
commenting and the participants explained that it was beneficial because it helped students to 
think more rhetorically. Some examples of how they accomplished this kind of commenting 
included avoiding writing “I” and “my” and instead using “we” and “our.” This language 
shift emphasized that they were not simply speaking for themselves and representing their 
own interests but were rather representing the thoughts and responses of this larger audience. 
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 Additionally, this kind of commenting also encouraged students to see the judgments 
of their teacher as representative of what others might also think about their writing, reducing 
the risk that students would see their GTAs’ comments as idiosyncratic and subjective. Sofia 
explained: 
If I say, “You should do this,” then it’s what I’m saying, you know, so subjective, and 
so if I’m telling them there are so many ways to write and you can write to this 
audience and this audience and if I’m saying, “Well, you shouldn’t do this,” then it, I 
feel like it undermines it. 
Therefore, this practice of writing comments as though the GTA was representing a larger 
audience fulfilled two functions simultaneously: it encouraged students to think rhetorically 
about their writing, a good pedagogical goal, and it allowed the GTAs to show their 
assessments were not subjective, an ethos–building strategy. Commenting as a reader can 
then bolster GTAs’ confidence in their own credibility as instructors. Essentially, GTAs’ 
comments do not merely represent their own judgments, but rather the judgments of a larger 
group, a larger group from whom GTAs can borrow credibility in their work as teachers of 
first-year composition. 
Doubting credibility 
 While many of the participants shared this strategy of commenting as a reader, the 
GTAs also discussed the tensions that accompanied this commenting method. For instance, 
Bob pointed out that it is difficult to balance his role as the stand–in reader with his 
simultaneous role as the evaluator: 
That’s hard you know, negotiating between those two, because obviously I will be 
assessing the portfolio, so I mean you need to, like, let them know some of the things  
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I’ll be looking for. At the same time, I don’t want them to be thinking about writing… 
like specifically what does my professor want. 
Bob made clear throughout his interview that he wanted his students to write for their 
specific audiences and not worry about what Bob–as–evaluator wanted. However, he also 
acknowledged that he ultimately had to grade his students’ work, and to adequately prepare 
students for that judgment, he needs to share the features he, specifically, cares about. He 
saw these two goals conflicting with each other to some extent; an ideal audience member 
does not assess a paper’s usage of grammar or organization, but Bob must—a clash that 
undermines some of Bob’s credibility as a commenter.  
Other participants also considered this tension, including Pedro who stated, “Then, I 
don’t know how much they believe that I’m just a reader and not the reader–grader, because 
that’s who I am ultimately, right?” While Pedro also valued the approach of commenting as a 
reader, he doubted whether his students were really buying into that stance, and therefore 
buying into his credibility as a teacher.  
Additionally, some participants, especially in their first year of teaching, believed they 
were not really authorities in their classroom. Although they also frequently mentioned 
commenting as a reader, a strategy that would allow them to lean on others as a source of 
credibility, they reflected on some of their anxieties about being new to teaching first-year 
composition. Ruby, for instance, positioned herself as a new teacher trying to prove herself: 
I think as a first-year teacher that’s tough because we, we’re constantly trying to prove it 
to ourselves that we can do this, but also our mentors and other people, and so I know for 
me there’s a tendency, yeah, to overdo it because you want to make sure that you’re 
doing it okay. 
105 
It is worth noting that Ruby is trying to prove herself to multiple stakeholders, including 
herself. Despite the fact that she had extensive experience as a writing tutor before beginning 
this graduate program, experience that she frequently drew on while reflecting on her 
commenting approaches in interviews, she doubted her credibility as a teacher. 
Jared showed even deeper doubts about his abilities as a teacher, identifying himself as 
more of a passive vessel of the programmatic requirements than a developing professional. In 
this excerpt, Jared was discussing how he was not sure how to assess the quality of students’ 
papers. 
It’s just tough to know. Like, I value this [aspect of a student’s paper], but … I’m not the 
professional. The people who organize the program stuff are like the people who really 
know or like, maybe not really know, but, like, see consistent outcomes and can 
generalize from that. 
Jared had a lot of faith in the curriculum he was teaching and the people organizing the 
writing program, but he did not believe that he really knew enough to assess his students’ 
work. 
Henry also believed that he lacked credibility. He pointed out that while his 
undergraduate degree was in English, his career before returning to graduate school had been 
in an entirely unrelated field. Reflecting on his current role as an English GTA, he said, “To 
some extent, I’m kind of an outsider.” He felt that this outsider role undermined his ethos in 
the classroom because, like Jared, he did not really know enough to effectively assess 
students’ work. 
 Over time, participants generally became more confident in their credibility as 
teachers. While the first semesters included many references to borrowing and doubting their 
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credibility, by the second year, most participants had moved into owning their credibility or 
not bringing it up at all, indicating that credibility was no longer a large topic of concern. 
Emotions: Worrying about Students’ Reactions, Acknowledging their Own 
 Participants frequently mentioned the importance of their students’ emotional 
reactions to the comments they were providing, but over time, the participants also began 
mentioning more of their own emotional reactions to their students. 
 Especially in the early semesters of working as a GTA, the participants brought up 
concerns about not wanting to hurt their students’ feelings with their commenting. Much of 
this talk centered on the drive to encourage or motivate students, rather than discourage them. 
In her first semester of teaching, Sue represents a common example of this kind of concern, 
“Too many negative comments could make them, I guess, lose the motivation to even want 
to keep trying.” Indeed, many participants expressed anxiety over making sure they were not 
harming their student’s motivation level. Akeelah addressed a similar goal, “I also hope that 
they’re being encouraged by my comments a little bit, too.” 
 Participants also wanted to ensure that they were not hurting their students with the 
comments they wrote and, especially, the grade they assigned. Talking about her usage of the 
“praise sandwich” technique (the teacher provides praise, followed by criticism, and more 
praise at the end), Sofia said, “I try to sandwich the negativity with positivity in the hopes 
that it maybe will take the brunt of the D.” Sofia did not enjoy giving her students low grades 
because she did not want to hurt them, and she managed this struggle through offering her 
students praise. During his second semester of teaching, Jared was also bothered by the close  
connection his grading had with his students’ motivation level and was struggling to assess 
his students’ work without being too concerned with his students’ reactions: 
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If I give all my students a C, they’re all pissed off… But I don’t want to be giving 
them all C’s cuz nobody likes getting a C. Like, if they’re gonna do an assignment 
and then I’m gonna give them that substantial feedback and I wanted them to take it 
seriously, yes, there’s a certain sense in which giving them a C or D will motivate 
them to do that, but there’s also a certain sense where giving them a B or B– and 
keeping them sort of a little bit confident… in order for them to be ready to take 
substantial feedback is like something that I’m struggling with. … And maybe now 
I’m just catering my comments to their, like, their comfort level and maybe that’s not 
what I’m supposed to do. [sighs] 
Jared was clearly not happy with his current approach to managing how his students’ 
emotions and motivation level may change in reaction to the grades he assigned, a struggle 
he was not alone in articulating.  
 As participants spent more time working as GTAs, they tended to spend less time 
talking about their students’ reactions to their comments and grades and more time on their 
own reactions to their students, particularly students’ use of the GTAs’ comments. The 
participants expressed mostly negative emotions, like frustration and annoyance, but also 
some positive emotions, such as gratification. Katie, in her fourth semester of teaching, was 
still concerned with how her students could react to her comments, but she also talked about 
her own reactions to how some students used (or failed to use) her comments: 
When you’re teaching something like English 250 and you see something that you’ve 
talked about many times in class and on the past paper, and if you see the same 
mistake happening up until their documented essay assignment, assignment 5, your 
reaction is just like, “Are you kidding? Are you listening to anything I say?” And you 
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want to say that in the paper, but you can’t, obviously, cuz it’s wildly unprofessional 
and inappropriate and mean, frankly. 
Bob also expressed frustration with how his students made use of his comments, saying, “I 
hate how students take my comments so literally, very specific and very centralized on the, 
like, just a couple of issues.” In this case, Bob was pleased that his students were using his 
comments to revise, but he was annoyed with how much they focused on only sentence–level 
or minor revisions, disregarding his larger suggestions. Over time, it seems that these 
concerns become more apparent to the participants.  
In addition to these negative emotional reactions, participants also expressed some 
positive emotional reactions to their students. Ruby, for example, described feeling gratified 
when students noticed and appreciated the amount of work she regularly put into her 
commenting. Additionally, Akeelah, who had switched from providing written feedback on 
her students’ papers to providing screencast feedback, noted a corresponding drop in her 
anxiety over providing comments: 
I think I’ve gotten a little calmer about commenting, like, a little bit less anxious 
about it, and I don’t know if that’s through changing forms of commenting or just 
from a whole lot of experience that I’ve had or what, but when I first started giving 
written comments, like even back when I was teaching K–12, I spent a lot of time 
worrying about how to say different things in comments and how to give students 
feedback and sort of what to look for, but I think now, it’s a lot quicker and it’s a lot 
less stressful for me.  
While, like many other participants, Akeelah did not address her own emotional reactions 
toward commenting in her earlier interviews, in her later interviews, she reveals much more 
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about how commenting affects her. 
Moving from Emphasizing Content to Valuing Characteristics 
 The final emergent theme from the interviews is the progression most participants 
made from emphasizing the importance of commenting on certain aspects of their students’ 
papers to the importance of commenting in certain ways on their students’ papers. In other 
words, participants in their early semesters focused the most on commenting on specific 
elements in their students’ papers, while in later semesters, their concern shifted to providing 
comments written in particular ways. 
 In their first semesters, Jared said that he wanted to focus on topic sentences and 
thesis statements, Sofia mentioned commenting on sentences that were confusing, and 
Akeelah emphasized the importance of thesis statements, organization, and error patterns. 
Here, we see that these GTAs, who were all quite new to their work, are mentioning specific 
aspects of their students’ work that they want to comment on, reporting what they are looking 
for as they comment.  
 In addition to this, these three participants, and others, mentioned ways in which they 
wanted to comment on their students’ work (e.g., being specific, writing as an audience 
member, challenging students’ ideas). From the second semester on, participants move away 
from focusing on the content of their comments and move into these characterizations of 
their comments. For example, Sofia says that she, “really likes to initiate metacognition 
whenever [students] are reading,” and Ruby emphasizes the importance of specific 
comments, “I want to write specific comments so that students know in particular what to 
work on or what I found was particularly good about the paper, [or] what I felt that needed 
work.” Bob discussed that he wanted to provide comments that were “more localized, you 
know, more where I’m helping them understand like why, in this particular context, in this 
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particular situation, these are important considerations.” While there is the occasional 
mention of a specific feature of writing (e.g., thesis statements, organization), the GTAs’ 
focus shifts to how they are writing comments rather than what the comments are about. 
Connecting Emergent Themes to the Research Question 
 The above sections develop the themes that emerged from the qualitative interviews 
conducted with ten participants across four semesters. This section will now connect those 
themes to the research question: How do GTAs describe the goals and perceived strengths 
and weaknesses of their commenting practices over time? 
Goals 
 During the interviews, participants identified a number of different goals for their 
commenting, including providing comments that focus on big–picture concepts (e.g., thesis 
statement, organization, idea articulation), providing specific comments, and providing 
comments that will help students improve their next papers. Over time, all GTAs mentioned 
different kinds of goals in their commenting. However, five of the ten participants mentioned 
the same goal across different semesters. The other five GTAs mentioned different kinds of 
goals in each semester, did not address a goal during their interview, or provided too little 
interview data to offer a comparison. 
Several of the participants mentioned the same goal in two different semesters. Akeelah 
stated that specificity was a goal in her commenting practices during her first and second 
semesters of teaching, Sue wanted to offer comments that helped students see what they were 
doing incorrectly in her second and fourth semesters of teaching, and Henry wanted to write 
comments that provided adequate grade justification in his third and fourth semesters of 
teaching.  
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Three participants mentioned the same goal across three semesters. Sue wanted to write 
comments that helped students improve on their next assignment in her second, third, and 
fourth semesters of teaching. Sofia mentioned wanting to avoid vague comments in her first, 
third, and fourth semesters of teaching. Finally, Ruby also wanted to provide specific 
comments in her second, third, and fourth semesters of teaching. 
The commenting goals of GTAs changed across time in terms of two emergent themes: 
moving from emphasizing content to valuing characteristics and moving from concern over 
students’ emotional reactions to GTAs acknowledging their own emotions. Across 
participants, there was a general trend toward GTAs dropping their early emphasis on the 
kinds of things on which they wanted to comment to a focus on characterizing the ways in 
which they wrote their comments. Additionally, there was movement away from wanting to 
write comments that were emotionally supportive. Participants did not overtly reject this 
practice as a goal of their commenting, but, over time, they did gradually stop emphasizing 
this approach toward commenting. 
Perceived Strengths 
 Participants identified a number of commenting strengths (i.e., an area of the 
participants’ commenting practices in which they felt they were doing well) across their 
interviews. Some of these strengths included providing detailed, specific, and/or thorough 
comments, asking questions, and praising or encouraging students. All of the participants 
mentioned different kinds of commenting strengths across the semesters. Four of the ten 
interviewed participants mentioned at least one strength across multiple semesters, with two 
mentioning an additional strength multiple times. Katie, for instance, identified her in–class 
persona coming through in her comments as a strength in her third and fourth semesters of 
teaching. Jared pointed to his ability to give substantive or meaningful comments during his 
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first and second semesters of teaching. Sofia mentioned praise as a strength of hers during 
her first and fourth semesters of teaching. 
Two participants highlighted specificity as a strength across more than just two 
semesters. Ruby identified the specificity of her comments as a strength across three 
semesters (her second through fourth semesters of teaching), while Sofia mentioned it in 
every semester (her first through fourth semesters of teaching). Participants clearly 
mentioned an array of strengths during their time in this study, with some consistency across 
time in the strengths that GTAs identify in their own commenting practices. 
Another way in which the commenting strengths of GTAs changed across time is in the 
emergent theme of moving from doubting or borrowing their teaching credibility to 
demonstrating more ownership of their credibility. Across participants, there was a general 
trend toward GTAs at first expressing doubts that they were expert enough to provide good 
feedback, and relying on commenting methods that would borrow some credibility from a 
larger audience, toward establishing a consistent, credible in–class and commenting persona. 
Perceived Weaknesses 
 Participants also identified a range of commenting weaknesses (i.e., areas of the 
participants’ commenting practices in which they felt the need to do better or improve in 
some way) throughout their interviews. These weaknesses included finding an appropriate 
balance between being specific and general, ensuring their comments were understandable to 
their students, and spending an appropriate amount of time commenting (not too much or too 
little). 
Over time, all of the participants mentioned several different kinds of perceived 
weaknesses in their commenting. No participant mentioned the same weaknesses in every 
semester, though some weaknesses did recur for five of the participants. The other five GTAs 
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mentioned different kinds of weaknesses in each semester, did not address a weakness during 
their interview, or provided too little interview data to offer a comparison. 
One of Akeelah’s self–reported weaknesses was struggling with finding an appropriate 
balance between being specific and general; in her first semester of teaching, she mentioned 
that her level of detail might be a weakness, since it led her to writing long comments. 
However, in her third semester of teaching, she pointed out that she needed to provide more 
detail in her feedback. Essentially, in her first semester of teaching, she was concerned that 
she was saying too much, and in her third, she was concerned that she was not saying 
enough. Although the weakness category is the same (balancing specificity and generality), 
Akeelah shifted to being concerned about the opposite problem in her third semester. 
The other four GTAs who mentioned the same concerns across multiple semesters were 
more consistent; they noted the same weakness across time. Jared, for instance, stayed quite 
consistent in his concerns about being adequately supportive of his students, which he 
mentioned in his first and third semesters of teaching. In his first semester, Jared said, “… I 
think I even need to… think about positive reinforcement as playing a more central part in 
what I should be writing and just kind of being a little more conscientious as to the reaction 
of the reader when they’re reading the comments.” In this excerpt, Jared was expressing 
concern that his comments were not coming across as supportive, and he echoed this 
sentiment in his third semester of teaching. He said, “[Being very direct] has weaknesses 
because it’s not always that super motivating in a… supportive way. It might be motivating 
in a ‘make ‘em recognize what I think is underdeveloped’ but not motivating in like a 
supportive, ‘you know you can do this, make these changes,’ type of way.” Here, Jared  
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shared the same concern as in his first semester: his comments may leave his students feeling 
unsupported or unmotivated. 
 Sofia mentioned being concerned that her feedback was too general in her first 
semester of teaching, and she returned to this concern in her fourth semester of teaching. 
Ruby noted that she felt she was commenting too much on the same topics, that she was 
overly reliant on her “go–to” topics in her third and fourth semesters of teaching. Finally, 
Pedro thought that his commenting needed to make more use of grammatical terminology 
and jargon in his second and fourth semesters of teaching in order to build the ethos of the 
class. 
In addition to these participant-specific changes, the reported commenting weaknesses of 
GTAs changed across time in terms of resistance toward their perceived commenting 
expectations. In most cases where participants grew resistant to particular commenting 
strategies they believed they were supposed to practice, the GTAs believed they should, 
ideally, be commenting in another way, indicating that this shift can be thought of as a 
perceived weakness. Across participants who had acceptable experiences as a teacher or 
student that clashed with their perceived commenting expectations, GTAs discussed 
resistance further along in their participation in this study—not immediately. 
Chapter Summary 
 Chapter 4 detailed the results of the quantitative and qualitative data collected in 
order to answer this study’s research questions. The following chapter will discuss these 
results and detail the implications and limitations of this research. 
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CHAPTER 5.    DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
The overall aim of this study was to determine what, if any, changes occurred in new 
graduate teaching assistants’ (GTAs’) commenting practices during their first two years of 
teaching first-year composition (FYC) courses. By combining the results of the qualitative 
and quantitative sides of this study, a fuller picture of GTAs’ commenting practices and 
beliefs comes into focus. This final chapter summarizes and interprets the study’s findings, 
discusses theoretical implications, and makes writing pedagogy education (WPE) 
recommendations. 
Summary and Interpretations 
In short, GTAs’ commenting beliefs and practices did undergo some change during 
the first two years of teaching FYC classes and a small portion of that change is due to the 
GTAs’ experience level, recent WPE experiences – a finding that runs somewhat counter to 
that of Reid, Estrem, and Belcheir (2012), who found that their GTAs were not very 
influenced by time or WPE experiences. Some of the larger changes to GTAs’ commenting 
practices influenced both the form and content of GTAs’ comments, including the sentence 
type, valence, function, and content. For instance, GTAs’ comments changed over time by 
becoming less concerned with issues of style and organization and more concerned with 
delivery; additionally, there was a general increase in imperative comments. This increased 
focus on a lower-order concern (e.g., formatting, MLA or APA style citations) and increased 
use of imperatives (e.g., Give yourself time to proofread before turning in a draft.) may result 
from a combination of two factors: the lessons from their in-depth pedagogy proseminar 
fading with time and an increase in time commitments and stress levels. Many of the 
participants who were able to submit comments from their second year of teaching were 
116 
master’s students, and they were going through a stressor specific to their degree program: 
researching and writing a thesis while figuring out their next steps after their graduate 
program. This time crunch and increased stress may have led participants to spend more time 
and effort commenting on delivery issues simply because they are easier to write about; 
spotting an error in MLA format is a lot more obvious than spotting an inconsistent argument 
or off-topic paragraph. GTAs may be writing more imperative comments for similar reasons: 
giving the student a command is frequently faster to write than providing an explanation 
and/or asking a question. As Duba–Biederman (1993) argued, GTAs at different stages of 
their academic career need different kinds of support for their teaching—support that is 
sensitive to the regular academic stressors in GTAs’ lives. Perhaps one kind of support that 
these master’s students in their second year needed was a reminder of how to comment 
quickly and efficiently without relying on lower-order concerns to speed the process along.  
An additional change that the participants’ comments showed over time was a 
decrease in the number of critique comments, declarative comments, and judgment 
comments. While during the first two semesters, critique comments made up just over 15% 
of the total comments, this number dropped to 7.59% (n = 42) in semester three and then 
5.74% (n = 22) in semester four. Declarative comments saw an even steeper drop-off, going 
from 50.85% (n = 33) in semester one down to 16.11% (n = 63) in semester three. Finally, 
the participants also turned away from judgments, which dropped from 44.99% (n = 274) in 
semester one to 38.54% (n = 148) in semester four. This shift toward fewer judgments, and 
even fewer negative judgments, seems to buck findings like those of Connors and Lunsford 
(1993) who found a “large number of short, careless, exhausted, or insensitive comments” (p. 
215). The drop in judgments in general and critiques in particular seems to show the 
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participants demonstrating more sensitivity toward students’ feelings and emotional 
reactions. This change could be attributable to the specific participants who were able to 
provide comments into their third and/or fourth semesters; they tended to stress the 
importance of students’ motivation during interviews. However, it could also be the case that 
the participants’ experience of teaching a little longer gave them the confidence to shift away 
from using their comments as a place to generally rationalize the grade (and therefore point 
out things that the paper was not doing well), and instead focus on revision opportunities.  
GTAs’ comments also demonstrated some difference across degree programs. Indeed, 
the effect that degree program had on participants’ commenting practices was the most 
significant quantitative finding in this study. While none of the participants in this study had 
taught first-year composition or had encountered WPE before, their commenting practices 
were nonetheless affected by their degree program. As Estrem and Reid (2012) found, new 
GTAs’ prior experiences as a student and as a teacher or tutor formed the foundation of many 
of their teaching beliefs and principles. Participants who were beginning doctoral work and 
had already completed a master’s degree had additional experience as a student that they 
brought with them to their teaching of first-year composition that others in master’s degrees 
did not. Nyquist and Wulff (1996) argue that GTAs at different stages of their careers need 
different kinds of support; it is no stretch to imagine that GTAs pursuing different degrees 
with differing amounts of completed graduate work would also need different kinds of 
support. In future studies, researchers should further investigate this link between degree 
program and teaching practices and beliefs, controlling for prior experiences related to 
teaching writing. 
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Interestingly, the specific differences between these two groups (GTAs pursuing 
master’s degrees and GTAs pursuing doctorates) demonstrated that MA students were more 
closely in line with common commenting advice than their peers pursuing doctorates. MA 
students wrote a higher percentage of coaching comments and comments written in the 
interrogative and imperative sentence types, indicating that they were prioritizing revision 
suggestions. Ph.D. students, however, wrote more comments in the “other” sentence type, 
were more concerned with delivery issues, and included the highest percentage of comments 
referring to a source of help. More than the MA students, these GTAs were concerned with a 
specific lower-order concern, more frequently referred students to other sources of help 
(most commonly, the course’s style guide textbook or the Purdue OWL), and offered fewer 
comments that were written in complete sentences, practices that resist common best 
practices advice (e.g., Glenn & Goldthwaite, 2014; Lizzio & Wilson, 2008). This mismatch 
is not altogether surprising, given Ebest’s (2002) argument that GTAs tend to resist new 
teaching practices “when such changes contradict their personal construct and sense of self-
efficacy” (p. 27). It may be the case that the doctoral GTAs, having already spent time as 
students in another degree program, were commenting in ways that they had received 
comments rather than taking up common best practices for teaching, such as avoiding a focus 
on lower-order concerns and writing comments in complete sentences.  
Additionally, GTAs’ commenting goals, perceived strengths, and perceived 
weaknesses also shifted across time. Some GTAs developed a level of explicit resistance 
toward their perceived commenting expectations, but only after their first semester of 
teaching. This resistance largely stemmed from their current or past experiences as students 
and/or teachers. Again, the importance of prior experience (e.g., Ebest, 2002; Estrem & Reid, 
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2012) is borne out in the GTAs’ self-reported practices, but the slight delay in when the 
participants began exhibiting resistance in their interviews may be due to how fresh their 
most formal WPE experiences were. Perhaps with continued, formal reinforcement of the 
commenting principles through WPE, participants may have found ways to accept these 
principles into their practices rather than resisting them. 
The participants also became less concerned with their credibility as teachers, and 
stopped bringing up the topic or talked about how their in–class persona aligned well with 
their commenting persona. It makes some intuitive sense for GTAs to become more 
confident in their authority or credibility as a teacher over time; with more practice, most 
skills get easier. However, Reid and colleagues (2012) found no significant change in their 
three-year study of GTAs’ self-reported confidence levels, despite some ongoing WPE 
opportunities. The difference here could be attributable to the GTAs’ emphasis on the 
alignment of their teaching personas. Estrem (2015) argues that, “… writing in new contexts 
is not only about learning abstract conventions but also about learning how to be within a 
group with social conventions, norms, and expectations” (56). While Estrem was writing 
about first-year composition students, specifically, the same can be said for new GTAs; part 
of their task of becoming teachers is learning how to present themselves as teachers through 
their writing. Similarly, GTAs also became less concerned with what they were commenting 
on in their students’ papers and instead spent time characterizing how they were writing their 
comments. Part of the participants’ increased comfort (or at least decreased discomfort) with 
their credibility as teachers likely stems from their feeling like they know what to comment 
on in their students’ papers—no longer feeling as uncertain about whether the comments they 
were offering were focusing on what they should be.  
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Finally, participants were initially concerned with their students’ emotional reactions 
to their comments, but over time, the participants began focusing more on their own 
emotional reactions to their students, particularly their students’ use (or lack of use) of their 
comments. This change may again be attributable to the phase of the GTAs’ development 
and time-specific pressures (e.g., Duba–Biederman, 1993; Nyquist & Wulff 1996); as GTAs 
encounter the added stressors of writing a thesis, figuring out next steps after graduate 
school, or beginning preliminary dissertation work, the amount of time and energy they have 
to devote to teaching decreases, leaving some GTAs increasingly frustrated with their 
students and teaching. Taken together, these results indicate that some significant changes 
occurred during these GTAs’ first years of teaching FYC. 
However, while the quantitative analysis uncovered statistically significant 
relationships between the GTAs’ comments and their time spent teaching FYC, recent WPE 
experiences, degree program (e.g., MA, Ph.D.), and area of study (e.g., TESL, Creative 
Writing), it is important to acknowledge that the effect sizes were small in nearly all cases. In 
other words, these variables had some effect on GTAs’ comments, but not a large effect, at 
least partially confirming the findings of other researchers studying early career teachers: 
new teachers do not exhibit a lot of change (e.g., Levin et al., 2013; Reid et al., 2012). Rather 
than new WPE experiences having a strong effect, it may be the case that, as others have 
found (e.g., Ebest, 2002; Estrem & Reid, 2012), the GTAs’ experiences as a student and 
teacher have a more significant effect, a factor to which degree program and area of study 
relates. 
Additionally, when looking at the effect sizes of the study’s variables on marginal and 
terminal comments, two trends emerged. First, for nearly all of the statistical tests, the effect 
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sizes were larger for marginal comments than for terminal comments, indicating that time, 
WPE, degree program, and area of study all were more influential on marginal comments 
than terminal comments. It is possible that GTAs saw the terminal comment as more static or 
consistent from one student to the next, one assignment to the next, and one class to the next, 
while marginal comments, with their typically more localized focus, were more malleable or 
prone to change. Smith (1997) argued that terminal comments are a genre, indicating some 
consistency of form and purpose across its iterations. Because several participants mentioned 
taking the “quote sandwich” approach to writing the end note, where they would start with 
praise, move into a critique or revision suggestion, and end with more praise, it is possible 
that the participants saw the form of terminal comments as more static and regular than the 
form of their marginal comments. 
The second trend found from examining the effect sizes was that for marginal 
comments, all four variables (time, recent WPE, degree program, and area of study) have the 
largest effect on sentence type. For terminal comments, however, all four variables have the 
largest effect on the comment’s function. Looking at the data a bit more broadly, for 
marginal comments the variables had the greatest effect on the form of the participants’ 
comments (i.e., sentence type and valence), while for terminal comments, the opposite was 
true: the variables had the greatest effect on the content of the participants’ comments (i.e., 
function and content). It may be the case that, similar to the finding discussed in the previous 
paragraph, participants saw the terminal comment as more static than marginal comments, 
relying on the same kinds of sentence structures and valences for writing the terminal 
message while being more open to different commenting functions and contents. The less 
static sentence types and valences of marginal comments may also be attributable to the more 
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contextual nature of this commenting type. Because participants were using the margins to 
respond to only small passages of the students’ text at a time, not the paper as a whole, it may 
have been easier to use a wider variety of sentence types. For example, if the GTA noticed a 
problem with an idea a student developed in their third paragraph, it would be fairly easy to 
highlight the idea in that paragraph and ask a question in a comment right there. To ask a 
similar question in the terminal comment, however, would take extra time and effort to 
adequately contextualize; rather than simply pointing to the problem area, the GTA would 
need to write out some contextualizing details, such as “In your third paragraph, you bring up 
the idea that… What do you mean by that?” Additionally, because terminal comments tend 
to be largely summative and less contextual than their marginal counterparts are, the 
participants may have tended to stick to a stock format, relying more heavily on declarative 
sentences. Smith (1997) argued that terminal comments are their own genre, partially 
because of their typical and repeating organizational patterns and consistent purpose; a 
similar result may have occurred here. 
Additionally, combining the qualitative and quantitative findings shed some light on 
one of the qualitative trends. As was previously mentioned, participants in this study 
generally moved from doubting their credibility as teachers toward being more assured of 
their teaching ethos, and one commenting strategy that many GTAs emphasized valuing and 
using, responding as a reader, allowed the participants to borrow some credibility from this 
larger audience. However, the quantitative data showed that GTAs did not actually make 
much use of this particular commenting strategy. None of the ten function codes developed 
for this study explicitly included “responding as a reader,” but the categories of “Explaining 
reader experience” and “Offering personal reactions” are quite close. These two function 
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categories were the rarest in the study. The highest percentage of use came from participants 
in their first semester of teaching at just 2.07% (n = 26), and the lowest percentage of use 
came from participants in their fourth semester of teaching (0.52%, n = 4). The participants 
emphasized that this strategy was introduced and encouraged in their pedagogy proseminar, 
so it makes sense that this strategy was on their minds, especially during the first semester, 
but despite this emphasis, GTAs still offered few comments that actually made use of this 
commenting strategy. This finding could be attributable to the phenomenon of new teachers 
saying they believe one thing in their teaching while actually practicing another (e.g., Ferris, 
2014; Montgomery & Baker, 2007); while one’s teaching beliefs are developing, it can be 
difficult to always practice what one preaches. 
On the other hand, a different qualitative theme was upheld by the quantitative data. 
Participants moved away from emphasizing what they were commenting on and instead 
spent more time describing the ways in which they were commenting. This finding indicates 
that by the end of the first semester, participants had developed some comfort or familiarity 
with the kinds of things that are worth commenting on in students’ work. While, as was 
mentioned earlier, time did have a significant effect on the content of the GTAs’ comments, 
the effect was small, and aspects of the content remained largely the same or consistent 
across the four semesters. For example, substance was the most frequently used content area, 
followed by style and “other.” While there are fluctuations over time, the quantitative data 
did lend support to the theme that GTAs figured out what they were going to comment on 
fairly soon – and stayed close to those topics throughout the rest of their time in this study. 
Implications for Theory 
The findings of this study on new GTAs’ commenting beliefs and practices support 
many aspects of the teacher response, WPE, and teacher development theories discussed in 
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Chapter 2. This section will delineate specific ways in which this study’s findings inform 
those larger conversations. 
Teacher Comments 
Throughout their interviews, participants in this study emphasized the importance of 
particular commenting characteristics over the importance of commenting on particular 
features of students’ work. Two of the major characteristics that the GTAs mentioned over 
time were being specific and offering nondirective feedback; they sometimes mentioned 
these characteristics in terms of their opposites: writing “cookie cutter” or “rubber stamp” 
comments and bossing students around. Valuing this type of comment falls very much in line 
with other studies on teacher comments that suggest that good commenting reinforces the 
authority of the student writer and provides specific feedback that students find helpful; 
directive feedback, however, takes authority away from student writers and non–specific 
feedback does not help students (e.g., Sommers, 1982; Zamel, 1985). These studies, 
however, found that teachers used too many directives and too few specifics; the quantitative 
analysis in this study demonstrated that these participants had success doing as they said, 
using relatively few directive and non–specific comments. Directiveness can be assessed by 
analyzing the comments coded in the imperative sentence type, and while participants in their 
first semester initially used imperative comments fairly infrequently (less than 10% of their 
comments were imperative, over time), this number did increase to about 15% by the third 
semester of teaching. Thus, while the percentage did increase, imperatives were still not the 
prevalent move in teachers’ comments. Non–specific comments are roughly similar to 
comments coded as “other” content; these comments were generally not clear enough to tell 
under which content category they should fall. While “other” content types spiked in the 
second semester, they remained fairly low, comprising just 11-18% of all comments across 
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the four semesters of this study. GTAs were able to practice what they preached with some 
success when it came to using nondirective and specific feedback, demonstrating that 
commenting practices may indeed have changed since Sommers’s (1982) and Zamel’s 
(1985) work. 
Additionally, this study confirms the work of Tobin (1993), Caswell (2014), and 
Babb and Corbett (2016) that the act of grading and responding to student work is very much 
mixed up in affect and emotional labor. As shown in the GTAs’ interview responses from 
their first semester of participation to their last, they were concerned with how their students 
would react to their comments while also having emotional reactions to their students, 
emotions that ranged from anger and frustration to gratification and happiness. Over time, the 
former overshadowed the latter (and reported emotions tended to be quite negative), 
indicating that once the GTAs complete their pedagogy proseminar, where they had the 
chance to meet regularly with their peers to talk about how their classes are going, the 
emotional weight of the work they were doing may have become burdensome. The findings 
from this study establish that emotions are a relevant and important part of GTAs’ teaching 
and commenting experiences, and therefore echo the calls of others studying emotional labor 
to continue uncovering the connections between affective work and teaching composition. 
One important way that the findings from this study differ from previous research on 
teachers’ commenting practices is in the amount of global comments (i.e., comments 
concerned with higher–level concerns such as topic, organization, and developing ideas) that 
GTAs used. Past research (e.g., Dohrer, 1991; Connors & Lunsford, 1993; Johnson–Shull & 
Rysdam, 2012; Sommers, 1982) has found that the majority of comments focused on lower–
order concerns, such as sentence structure and formatting, indicating that instructors were not 
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spending much time engaging with what their students were writing. This study, however, 
showed that comments focused on substance dominated GTAs’ commentary, accounting for 
39-52% of the comments across the four semesters. After adding in comments related to 
context and organization, two other higher–order concerns, 67% of GTAs’ commentary 
focused on higher–order concerns. It may be the case that this population of GTAs could 
differ enough from those sampled in previous studies that ending with different results makes 
sense. Another possibility is that more recent WPE better emphasizes commenting on 
higher–order concerns, leading to this change in GTAs’ commenting practices. Because 
many of the studies that argue for the importance of commenting on higher-order concerns, 
and that point out the lack of these kinds of comments appearing on student work, are from 
over a decade ago, enough time may have passed for WPE programs like the one these GTAs 
participated in to fully incorporate and emphasize this type of commenting practice. 
Additionally, Reid and colleagues (2012) reported that their GTAs’ self-reported 
confidence did not change over their first two years of teaching (nor did their teaching 
principles). While this study did not directly measure participants’ teaching confidence or 
quantitatively, the participants’ interview responses did indicate a general, positive change in 
GTAs’ beliefs about their own credibility over time. Indeed, GTAs’ confidence levels may 
be more malleable to change than their actual practices or pedagogical beliefs. 
Writing Pedagogy Education  
 Similar to what was argued by Latterell (1996) and Reid and colleagues (2012) 
reported, GTAs in this study experienced a largely “inoculation” style approach to writing 
pedagogy education, a common approach in first-year composition programs (Pytlik, 2001). 
The first semester of the GTAs’ teaching career included a pre–service orientation, pedagogy 
proseminar, working with a mentor, classroom observations, and more, and the second 
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semester included work with a mentor and classroom observations. After that point, WPE 
was a largely idiosyncratic venture with most of the professional development experience 
centered on having informal conversations and talking with a mentor. 
 The quantitative results also largely back up Reid and colleagues’ (2012) research 
that shows that even with more long–term WPE, GTAs are not easily persuaded away from 
being influenced by their own prior personal experiences and teaching experiences. As was 
mentioned earlier, the GTAs’ comments did show some small changes across time, WPE 
experiences, degree program, and area of study, but the effects of these variables were small 
in nearly all cases 
One of the most important ways that this study furthers the work done by Reid and 
colleagues (2012) is by highlighting the specific degree programs and areas of study of the 
participants. In their study, Reid and colleagues (2012) argue that the participants’ prior 
classroom experiences were more influential than the WPE they had received, but they did 
not take into account the participants’ particular degree program and area of study when 
conducting their research. This study confirmed that GTAs’ pursued degree and area of study 
were both more influential than WPE in GTAs’ commenting practices. This finding also 
backs up some composition lore that teachers studying in different areas of the English 
department respond to student work differently.  
Development of Teacher Beliefs 
 One final way that this study furthers the theory referred to in chapter 2 is confirming 
that teachers’ beliefs about how they should be teaching do not always align with their actual 
teaching practices (e.g., Ferris, 2014; Lee, 2009; Levin 2015; Liu, 2011). In some cases, the 
quantitative data showed that participants were commenting as they said they wanted or were 
trying to (e.g., content categories only going through minor changes throughout the study). 
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One important exception to that was the GTAs’ previously mentioned desire to comment as a 
reader. Comments that aligned with this desire (i.e., those with a function of either 
“Explaining reader experience” or “Offering personal reactions”) were the rarest of the ten 
function categories. Participants demonstrated some awareness of possible mismatches 
between their commenting beliefs and practices. One participant, Pedro, even explicitly 
mentioned that he was sure that he was not always doing as he said: 
I know that, I’m learning to be okay with that since I studied beliefs about language 
learning… There is a gap between what I think I want to do and what I think I do and 
what I actually do… It’s true, it’s just something you have to live with and try to 
improve. 
While the GTAs in this study were not always inconsistent in their commenting practices, 
their emphasis on commenting as a reader but lack of execution demonstrated a gap between 
intention and reality. 
Recommendations for Writing Pedagogy Education 
Despite the low effect that WPE had on GTA commenting practices, the qualitative 
and quantitative data from this study suggest that it is possible that more WPE opportunities 
could have a larger effect on commenting practices. The quantitative data demonstrated that 
participants with the highest and lowest amounts of reported recent WPE experiences did 
differ in their commenting practices; some of these differences were in terms of the 
percentage of critiquing comments, imperative comments, referrals to outside help, and 
coaching comments. The qualitative data gleaned from interviews with participants indicated 
that when participants mentioned influences on their commenting beliefs and/or practices, the 
one influence that was mentioned the most frequently was the pedagogy proseminar and the 
associated mentoring program. Although the participants noted that they had participated in a 
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variety of WPE in their survey responses, they did not frequently refer to many influences 
outside of these two in interviews. However, these two WPE opportunities only take place 
during one semester each, the participants’ first and second semester, respectively, which is 
the same time that the GTAs were also required to do classroom observations and create a 
teaching portfolio. This time period was also, according to interview data, when participants 
were most interested in talking with their colleagues about teaching. After the first semester, 
there was a drop in the amount of WPE opportunities, and even fewer if any formalized WPE 
opportunities remained after a year of teaching, leaving GTAs to locate WPE opportunities 
for themselves. Since participants who reported higher amounts of recent WPE experiences 
differed from those reporting just one experience, a drop that is likely happening after the 
first year, it could be the case that offering a rich variety of WPE for GTAs who are no 
longer brand new could lead them to further develop their commenting and pedagogical 
practices. 
In addition to spreading WPE opportunities throughout a GTA’s career, WPE should 
also incorporate reflective commenting practices. As discussed above, there was a disconnect 
between some of these GTAs’ commenting beliefs and practices. Granted, some 
disconnections between stated beliefs and actual practices were reported in other studies 
(e.g., Ferris, 2014; Montgomery & Baker, 2007), so seeing some issues with GTAs in this 
study executing their purported teaching beliefs was not necessarily surprising. However, this 
mismatch may warrant increased emphasis in WPE on teachers engaging in reflective 
commenting practices to help teachers recognize what their commenting beliefs are and 
remind themselves of why they want to put those beliefs into practice. Reflective practices 
could include asking GTAs to write a teaching philosophy for themselves during the 
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pedagogy proseminar and/or practicum and then encouraging regular re–readings of the 
philosophy, which could then offer revision ideas or adjustments to teaching practices. 
As Jackson, McKinney, and Caswell (2016) point out, many within the field of 
composition studies are unprepared or underprepared for the emotional labor that teaching 
includes. Since it is clear that commenting on and assessing student work evokes an 
emotional response from many teachers, it is important that WPE acknowledges emotional 
labor and helps GTAs and other teachers prepare themselves for this kind of work. 
Acknowledging the role that emotion plays in commenting specifically and teaching 
generally in a formal WPE program would indicate the importance of emotional labor—a 
first step that may allow GTAs to learn to pay attention to and take their emotional reactions 
seriously. The data from this study indicated that GTAs became more concerned with their 
own emotional reactions as time went on; this progression could be caused by GTAs no 
longer regularly meeting with others to discuss pedagogy and how their classes are going. 
Therefore, offering regular check–ins with GTAs that would allow space for people to 
express how they are feeling when commenting would be a helpful practice that would 
acknowledge the importance of emotional labor in teaching. Also, reflective practices may 
again be helpful ways of developing WPE opportunities that focus on emotional labor. 
Recommendations for Future Research 
The data from this study indicated a number of possible research opportunities. The 
quantitative findings showed that GTAs spent most of their comments focusing on higher–
order concerns, such as idea development and organization, which is counter to many 
previous studies on teacher comments. Additionally, this study found that from the variables 
examined in this study, new GTAs’ degree programs and areas of study were the most 
important factors in effecting change in their commenting practices, a somewhat 
131 
disheartening finding for WPAs looking for ways to help their GTAs grow as teachers. 
Because previous studies that found a lack of change in new GTAs are sometimes unclear 
about the participants’ degree programs and/or area of studies, it may be the case that 
researchers have been overlooking a key way that GTAs’ teaching beliefs and practices 
develop. Including GTA participants pursuing a variety of degrees in different areas of study 
may continue to demonstrate different kinds of results. It is therefore important to conduct a 
follow–up study to see if replication is possible for either or both of these findings. 
Furthermore, since this study established a baseline of what new GTAs believe about 
their commenting practices and how they actually comment on student papers, a similar 
study could be conducted with GTAs with more teaching experience and/or with faculty of 
different ranks and experience levels. Because the findings of this study indicated that these 
GTAs commented differently than others in previous studies, it is necessary to see what other 
groups of faculty members value and practice in their commenting. Ideally, this work would 
be longitudinal in order to see if and how teachers with varying experience levels change 
over time. 
Further study would also be beneficial in how teachers and GTAs select the mode of 
their commenting. Some of the attrition in this study is due to GTAs choosing to try 
alternative modes of commenting, like handwriting and screencasting. Screencasting in 
particular is likely to continue to grow as a commenting method in the future, but coding 
those comments fell outside the scope of this particular study. Future research on the kinds of 
commentary offered in screencasts, especially when compared or contrasted with written 
commentary, would be beneficial for the field. 
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Limitations 
One limitation this study contends with is participant attrition. As GTAs continued 
through their graduate work, they had opportunities to teach different classes or take research 
assistantships, which meant they were no longer teaching first-year composition or were 
teaching fewer sections. As was mentioned in the previous section, some GTAs also stopped 
using typed feedback or experimented with different commenting modes during the time of 
the study. While these were great opportunities for the GTAs in this study, it did mean fewer 
comments to include in the study, limiting the scope of the findings and limiting the 
usefulness of the survey. Of the participants who provided comments for this study, two 
participants provided four semesters of comments, four provided three semesters, and three 
provided two semesters. Participants who only submitted one semester or less of comments 
were excluded from the study because of a lack of comparable data. 
Also, there was some variation in the specific assignments selected for analysis in this 
study. This variation in the selected papers was based on a couple of different factors. First, 
the two first-year composition classes that are part of this study do not require the same 
assignments, so there is not an exact one–to–one comparison between these two classes. The 
two assignments from English 100 and English 200 were selected because they were due at 
approximately the same point in the semester (toward the beginning and end of the class), 
they were of similar page lengths, and required similar enough types of writing skills. That 
being said, the inconsistency between assignments prompts may have obscured some 
variation in GTAs’ commenting practices 
 Finally, the survey results for some participants may be incorrectly high. For 
example, some participants reported taking part in a pedagogy proseminar or pre–service 
orientation in their second year of teaching. Participants are unlikely to have taken the same 
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training the following year that they had already completed, although there is some 
possibility that they were including pedagogy preparation classes for other classes or areas of 
study, such as those preparing GTAs to teach developmental reading classes for nonnative 
English speakers. The question on the survey instrument did not specifically ask GTAs to 
only consider composition WPE, so participants may have included other kinds of 
pedagogical experiences outside of composition studies. However, the survey was intended 
to only capture writing pedagogy education, so there was likely some error here. Another 
possibility is that some participants may have simply misunderstood the question, which 
asked them to reflect on their WPE experiences from the past five months; they may have 
been reporting all of the WPE experiences they had ever had.  
Summary of the Dissertation 
I designed this mixed-method study in order to determine whether, and in what ways, 
new GTAs’ commenting beliefs and practices change over their first two years of teaching 
first-year composition classes. Other goals were to determine what role writing pedagogy 
education and area of study plays in GTAs’ commenting development. By using a mixed–
methods approach, this study was able to highlight multiple facets of this research topic, 
taking into account GTAs’ actual commenting practices while also allowing for the GTAs 
themselves to have a voice in this study. The two different data types complemented each 
other to establish a broader picture of GTAs’ commenting beliefs and practices. 
The results of this study indicate that GTAs’ comments do undergo some change, and 
this change is affected by the GTAs’ time spent teaching, recent WPE experiences, degree 
programs, and areas of study. However, in nearly all cases, the effect that these variables 
have on GTAs’ comments was small. In addition, interviews with GTAs revealed that their 
self–reported commenting goals, strengths, and weaknesses also changed over time. GTAs 
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who had acceptable or positive experiences as students and/or teachers that conflicted with 
their perceived commenting expectations developed some resistance to these expectations, 
especially after their first semester of teaching. Over time, GTAs also moved from being 
doubtful of their credibility to more assured, from being concerned with their students’ 
emotional reactions to their own emotional reactions, and from emphasizing the content of 
their comments to valuing the ways in which they were writing the comments.  
Many of these findings support the conversation surrounding teacher comments, 
writing pedagogy education, and the development of teacher beliefs. Even so, this study 
revealed some novel findings that merit further research; for example, although previous 
research has found that teachers comment mostly on lower–order concerns, the GTAs in this 
study focused most of their comments on higher–order concerns, indicating that more recent 
WPE practices may be effective in emphasizing this approach to commenting. A follow-up 
study is necessary to see if this same effect occurs in GTAs developing their teaching 
practices at different institutes. Additionally, and somewhat unexpectedly, the participants’ 
degree program had the greatest effect on GTAs’ comments, emphasizing that despite the 
success of this WPE program in instilling an emphasis on higher-order concerns, these 
GTAs’ considerable prior experiences as students still have a greater influence over their 
teaching practices. This finding calls for future research that analyzes the experiences that 
GTAs coming from different areas of study and/or degree programs and their influences on 
their teaching practices and beliefs. This future research would allow the field of composition 
to further its understanding of how a particular and somewhat overlooked segment of 
teachers develop. 
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APPENDIX B.    RECRUITMENT EMAIL 
Subject Line: Participants Needed: Teacher Comment Study 
 
Hi everyone, 
 
I'm Jill Grauman, a Rhetoric and Professional Communication Ph.D. student, and I'm looking 
for people who are willing to participate in a study on how teacher comments differ across 
time. 
 
The following includes information on the purpose of the study, who is an eligible 
participant, and what would be asked of you as a participant. 
 
Purpose 
The purpose of the study is to analyze how the comments teachers leave on student papers 
differ across time. Through an analysis of teacher comments on student papers, a brief survey 
administered once a semester (twice in the first semester), and one brief interview once a 
semester, I hope to suggest strategies for strengthening professional development for future 
teaching assistants teaching writing–intensive courses. 
 
Participants 
To be a participant, you must be at least 18 years old and currently be in your first semester 
of teaching college writing. If you have taught writing before Fall 2015 at the college level, 
you do not meet the requirements of the study. Additionally, you must use traditional 
commenting methods to leave feedback for your students (i.e., leaving written feedback on 
downloaded Microsoft Word documents or pdfs). 
 
Procedures 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 
 Announce to your students at the beginning of each semester that you will be 
participating in this study and students may choose to remove their papers from the 
study. You will be provided with the language to make this announcement both 
verbally in class and in writing on your course policies description. This 
announcement and modification to your course policies should take approximately 10 
minutes per semester. 
 Complete one online survey at the end of each semester you participate. For the first 
semester of participation, you will complete one survey at the beginning and end of 
the semester. Each survey will take no more than 10 minutes to complete. 
 Upload electronic copies of all your comments on student papers to a secure Moodle 
site when you are done assessing the papers. Assuming that you are already returning 
students’ papers electronically via Moodle, the time it should take to upload the same 
papers to the secure Moodle site would be no more than 5 minutes per set of papers. 
 Meet with Jillian Grauman once a semester for a 20–minute audio–recorded interview 
about your commenting strategies. 
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The total time commitment required of you as a participant would be approximately two 
hours per semester. Your participation would last until the end of Spring semester 2017. 
 
After reading over this email and the attached consent form, if you would be willing to 
participate in this study, please let me know by replying to this email. We will then 
arrange a time for me to meet with you so that you can sign the informed consent form. 
 
For more information about the study, please read over the attached informed consent form. 
Feel free to contact me with any questions! 
 
- Jill Grauman 
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APPENDIX C.    INFORMED CONSENT DOCUMENT 
Title of Study: A longitudinal study of new teachers’ comments on student papers 
Investigators: Jillian Grauman and Dr. Tina Coffelt  
This form describes a research project. It has information to help you decide whether or not 
you wish to participate. Research studies include only people who choose to take part—your 
participation is completely voluntary. Please discuss any questions you have about the study 
or about this form with the project staff before deciding to participate.  
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study is to investigate how teacher comments on student papers differ 
across time. Through an analysis of teacher comments on student papers, a brief survey 
administered twice in the first semester and once in the following three semesters, and an 
interview conducted once a semester, this study will ultimately suggest strategies for 
strengthening professional development for future teaching assistants assigned to teach 
writing–intensive courses.  
 
You are being invited to participate in this study because you are over 18 years old and are a 
graduate teaching assistant of Foundation Communication courses who is new to teaching 
student writing at the college level. You should not participate if you have previous 
experience teaching student writing at the college level or are under 18 years old. 
 
Additionally, participants in this study must use traditional commenting methods to leave 
feedback for your students (i.e., leaving written feedback on downloaded Microsoft Word 
documents or pdfs). If you use different methods to leave feedback for your students, you 
should not participate in this study. 
 
Description of Procedures 
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to: 
 Announce to your students at the beginning of each semester that you will be 
participating in this study and students may choose to remove their papers from the 
study. You will be provided with the language to make this announcement both 
verbally in class and in writing on your course policies description. This 
announcement and modification to your course policies should take approximately 10 
minutes per semester. 
 Complete one online survey at the end of each semester you participate. For the first 
semester of participation, you will complete one survey at the beginning and end of 
the semester. Each survey should take no more than 10 minutes to complete. 
 Upload electronic copies of all your comments on student papers to a secure Moodle 
site when you are done assessing the papers. Assuming that you are already returning 
students’ papers electronically via Moodle, the time it should take to upload the same 
papers to the secure Moodle site would be no more than 5 minutes per set of papers. 
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 Meet with Jillian Grauman once a semester for an approximately 20–minute audio–
recorded interview about your commenting strategies. The length of the interview 
will vary depending on how much you have to say. Typical questions include: 
o What kinds of comments do you want to write on student papers? Why? 
o What do you imagine students are doing with your comments? What do you 
think students should be doing with your comments? 
o What do you see as a strength of your commenting? What is something you 
would like to work on improving in your commenting? 
 
Your participation will last for approximately two hours each semester for two years.  
 
Risks or Discomforts 
While participating in this study you may experience the discomfort of sharing your 
comments with others. 
 
Benefits  
If you decide to participate in this study, there will be no direct benefit to you. It is hoped that 
the information gained in this study will benefit society by helping the researchers to suggest 
strategies for strengthening professional development for future teaching assistants assigned 
to teach writing–intensive courses.  
 
Costs and Compensation 
You will not have any costs from participating in this study. You will not be compensated for 
participating in this study.  
 
Participant Rights 
Participating in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part in the 
study or to stop participating at any time, for any reason, without penalty or negative 
consequences. On the surveys, you can skip any questions that you do not wish to answer. 
 
No student information will be used in this study. All teacher comments will be stripped from 
the student papers and collected in a separate document. 
 
If you have any questions about the rights of research subjects or research–related injury, 
please contact the IRB Administrator, (515) 294–4566, IRB@iastate.edu, or Director, (515) 
294–3115, Office for Responsible Research, Iowa State University, Ames, Iowa 50011.  
Confidentiality 
Records identifying participants will be kept confidential to the extent permitted by 
applicable laws and regulations and will not be made publicly available. However, federal 
government regulatory agencies, auditing departments of Iowa State University, and the 
Institutional Review Board (a committee that reviews and approves human subject research 
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studies) may inspect and/or copy study records for quality assurance and data analysis. These 
records may contain private information.  
 
To ensure confidentiality to the extent permitted by law, the following measures will be 
taken:  
- Your identity will be kept confidential by creating a coding system of participants. 
This coding system will be stored in a password–protected CyBox account. 
- When results are disseminated, your identify will be kept confidential by referring to 
the demographics of the entire group and not divulging enough information about 
individuals to render them identifiable. 
Questions  
You are encouraged to ask questions at any time during this study. For further information 
about the study, contact Jillian Grauman (jbohle@iastate.edu) or Dr. Tina Coffelt 
(tcoffelt@iastate.edu). 
Consent and Authorization Provisions 
Your signature indicates that you voluntarily agree to participate in this study, that the study 
has been explained to you, that you have been given the time to read the document, and that 
your questions have been satisfactorily answered. You will receive a copy of the written 
informed consent prior to your participation in the study.  
 
Participant’s Name (printed)               
 
 
             
Participant’s Signature     Date  
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APPENDIX D.    SURVEY 
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APPENDIX E.    INTERVIEW GUIDE 
1. What kinds of comments do you want to write on student papers? Why? 
2. What do you imagine students are doing with your comments? What do you think 
students should be doing with your comments? 
3. What do you see as a strength of your commenting? What is something you would 
like to work on improving in your commenting? 
4. What else do you want me to know about your comments? 
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APPENDIX F.    GTA COMMENTS CODEBOOK 
Unit of Analysis: For the function, content, and valence of GTA comments you will analyze each t-unit or, if a 
t-unit is not present, each sentence fragment. For the sentence type of GTA comments, you will analyze each 
complete sentence, which may be comprised of more than one t-unit. 
Coding Instructions: On the Excel spreadsheet codesheets you receive, each participant’s set of comments on a 
given assignment are separated in different sheets or tabs. Only code the assigned t-units, which are noted by 
green highlighting in Column A. The total number of t-units you will code is noted in Cell B1. If you notice any 
possibly inappropriate units of analysis, please email Jill to let her know and skip over that t-unit until you hear 
back. 
Step–by–Step Instructions 
1. Read the assigned t-unit. If you do not have a quick, gut-reaction about what the function or content of 
the t-unit is, take a moment to read any other t-units that make up that comment. It is acceptable to read 
beyond the comment that the t-unit is in, though not typically necessary. 
NOTE: When the comment is referring the student to an outside source, read some of the surrounding 
context to judge the Content of the comment. If the context is not useful, this kind of comment’s 
Content should be Other. 
2. Identify the function of the comment, or what the comment does. Do so by reviewing the codes (found 
in the full and abbreviated codebook) and assigning one of the ten function codes. You will assign the 
code by selecting one of the codes in the drop–down menu in Column F. The drop–down menu options 
are numbered 1–10. These numbers correspond to the function categories listed in the full and 
abbreviated codebooks. 
3. Identify the content of the comment, or what the comment is about. Do so by reviewing the codes 
(found in the full and abbreviated codebook) and assigning one of the 13 content codes. You will 
assign the code by selecting one of the codes in the drop–down menu in Column G. The drop–down 
menu options are numbered 11–23. These numbers correspond to the content categories listed in the 
full and abbreviated codebooks. 
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4. Identify the valence of the unit. You will assign the code by selecting one of the codes in the drop–
down menu in Column H. The drop–down menu options are numbered 24–26. These numbers 
correspond to the valence categories listed in the full and abbreviated codebooks. 
5. Identify the sentence type. In this instance only, you will code an entire sentence rather than only the 
assigned t-unit. You will assign the code by selecting one of the codes in the drop–down menu in 
Column I. The drop–down menu options are numbered 27–31. These numbers correspond to the 
sentence type categories listed in the full and abbreviated codebooks. 
6. When completely done with a set of comments, do a quick review to make sure you have selected 
codes for each of the assigned t-units. 
7. Upload your completed Excel sheet to the designated folder on CyBox. 
Function 
The function of GTA comments falls into 10 categories, which are listed below. Begin coding by identifying the 
comment’s function. 
1. Judgment: If the main function of the unit is judging or evaluating something about the paper, 
frequently characterized by directness, select this code.  
For example: 
a. “This is a concise “thesis statement” that clearly shows the purpose of your letter.” 
b. “There are a lot of grammar errors in this paper.” 
2. Coaching: If the main function of the unit is providing individualized instruction or offering revision 
suggestions, frequently written as questions and/or characterized as the student being the subject and/or 
agent of the sentence, select this code. 
For example:  
a. “You will need to expand on this part for it to really fit in your paper.”  
b. “Avoid statements like “we” in a summary”  
c. “‘In Lieu of the technical difficulties in voice recognition software, voice recognition is 
something…’ ” 
(For comments that appear to be suggestions or examples of what the student could 
write, as in Example c, code the suggestion for what the revision is supposed to be 
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improving or doing. If this is not apparent, code it as 23: Other.) 
3. Metacommentary: If the main function of the unit is referring the student to another or a different part 
of the comment, select this code.  
For example: 
a. “I made a comment to that effect above.” 
b. “Refer to Comment 1.” 
4. Paraphrasing: If the main function of the unit is the teacher paraphrasing or repeating back an idea or 
sentence from the student’s writing, select this code. 
For example 
a. “[This point is very interesting.] Guns shouldn’t be allowed in schools because of safety 
issues, which trump second amendment issues.” 
b. You’re saying that it’s unimportant to consider how international students would be effected 
by this kind of rhetoric? 
5. Grading: If the main function of the unit is assigning a grade, select this code. 
For example: 
a. “Grade: B–” 
b. “This paper will receive a C+.” 
6. Justifying Grade: If the unit focuses primarily on a reason for the grade the paper will receive, select 
this code. 
For example: 
a. “This will unfortunately receive a failing grade since it is not the assignment” 
b. “Though an interesting read, this paper does not fulfill the assignment and must receive a 
failing grade.” 
7. Explaining Reader Experience: If the main function of the unit is representing the thoughts, feelings, 
or emotions that the teacher had about the paper, select this code. These comments do not necessarily 
include or start with “I feel” or “I think” statements and may use “we” or “our experience.” 
For example:  
154 
a. “[Your narrative seems to lead up to the climax of the meet,] but when we get to that point it's 
quite a let-down because you don't discuss the meet at all.” 
b. “I really enjoyed reading your letter.” 
8. Offering Personal Reactions: If the main function of the unit is expressing the teacher's response to 
the student's personal experiences and/or content of the student’s paper rather than to the student's 
writing, select this code. 
For example 
a. “I have to congratulate you on your acceptance to the baseball team. I admire you because 
baseball will certainly require a large athletic commitment in addition to all the other 
academic pressures.” 
b. “It sounds very peaceful!” 
9. Referring to Source of Help: If the main function of the unit is referring the student to a resource, 
such as the teacher, a textbook, or website, select this code. 
For example: 
a. “Be sure to use The Everyday Writer as a resource to help you with some of the style issues 
you struggle…” 
b. “Try the Writing and Media Center or come to my office hours to talk through drafts…” 
10. Other: If the main function of the unit does not fit into any one of the above categories, sometimes 
characterized by a combination of two or more other codes, select this code.  
For example: 
a. “Now–a–days?” 
b. “site" 
Content 
There are 7 categories that the content of GTA comments falls into, which are listed below. Continue coding by 
identifying the comment’s content. 
11. Context/Rhetorical Situation: If the unit focuses primarily on the context of the paper or some part of the 
paper, characterized by the paper’s rhetorical situation, select this code. This code is marked by attention to  
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features such as the purpose, audience, completeness, effectiveness, or assignment prompt, and sometimes by 
attention to the thesis statement. 
a. “[This is a decent start,] however, I don’t think this is your final draft of assignment 2.” 
b. “Though an interesting read, this paper does not fulfill the assignment and must receive a failing 
grade.” 
c.  “… and that [redundant, ambiguous area] takes away from the effectiveness of your summary.” 
d. “It would be more effective here to actually say what that misunderstanding is” 
e. “This paragraph is the real meat of the paper as far as the assignment is concerned (describing a place 
that is meaningful to you).” 
f. “I was confused by the sports terms you used, as non–sports–inclined members of your audience 
would also be.” 
g.  “You want to make sure you’ve got your audience in mind the whole time you’re writing.” 
 
12. Substance: If the unit focuses primarily on the substance or content of the paper or some part of the paper, 
characterized by attention to the topic, support, evidence (or use of evidence), scope, depth, or relevance, select 
this code. This code is marked by attention to how fair or complete the author’s point or argument is. 
For example: 
a. “…but you still have more than enough space to talk about his other (important) main point: 
globalization can save minority languages.” 
b.  “Name, this is a good summary of Mir’s book!” 
c. “I like that you chose a more unconventional place on campus to talk about.” 
d. “You've really got something interesting in this topic” 
e. “I appreciate the quotes that you used.” 
f. “I want to to [sic] articulate their voices so that your perspective is in dialogue with them.” 
g. “You make a good point here!” 
 
13. Organization: If the unit focuses primarily on the organization of the paper or some part of the paper, 
characterized by attention to focus, structure, or the relationship between different parts of the paper, select this 
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code. This code can also be marked by attention to organizational strategies like topic sentences or transitions. 
a. “You do a good job of using paragraphs that focus on a single topic.” 
b. “I’d like to see a little more focus on the main part of the piece.” 
c. “You’ve got a nice, clear structure to your paper.” 
d.  “Also, make sure you are separating topics into different paragraphs for readability.” 
e. “Creating an outline before you write will help you with creating paragraphs and sticking to a single 
topic in each paragraph” 
 
14. Style: If the unit focuses primarily on the style of the paper or some part of the paper, characterized by 
attention to usage, aesthetics, or variety, select this code. This code can also be characterized by attention to 
grammatical errors, punctuation, tone, clarity, or style in which the entire paper or part of the paper is written, 
perhaps focusing on words, phrases, clauses, sentences, or paragraphs. 
a. “What took away from your summary is how choppy the writing is in some places.” 
b. “However, there are quite a few areas that sound redundant, irrelevant, or ambiguous…” 
c.  “There are a lot of grammar errors in this paper.” 
 
15. Delivery: If the unit focuses primarily on the delivery of the paper or some part of the paper, characterized 
by attention to formatting or citation conventions, select this code. This code may also include attention to any 
visual aspects of the paper. 
For example: 
a. “Make sure your in–text citations include both authors.” 
b. “Correct uses of italics.” 
c. “Your final paper should be polished, and not include extra notes or the outline at the bottom.” 
 
16. Combination: If the unit focuses equally on more than one of the above categories, select this code. 
For example: 
a. “I wrote side comments about citations and adding information to the second paragraph.” 
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17. Other: If the unit focuses on none of the above categories, select this code. 
a. “revise” 
b. “good” 
c. “This is a great opening sentence.” 
d.  “Nowadays?” 
e. “Grade: B+” 
f. “Name, I appreciate the effort that you put into arranging your letter as a journey.” 
g. “The poor quality of the ideas, style, and proofreading tells me that you didn't spend much time on this 
paper.” 
h. “[This made me think the paper was over,] but we still have a stop (I’d say the most important stop) at 
Troxel.” 
Valence 
18. Praise: If the comment is praising or commending the entire paper or part of the paper, select this 
valence. Judgments frequently fall into this category. Coaching rarely falls into this category. 
For example: 
a. “Good!” 
b. “You make some good points in your paper, Name.” 
19. Critique: If the comment is criticizing or finding fault with the entire paper or part of the paper, 
select this valence. Judgments frequently fall into this category. Coaching rarely falls into this 
category. 
For example: 
a. “Your conclusion needs to be more substantial than that.” 
b. “The beginning of this sentence feels a little repetitive since you just said a similar statement 
before.” 
20. Neutral: If the comment is neither praising nor critiquing the entire paper or part of the paper, select 
this valence. Coaching frequently falls into this category. 
For example: 
a. “Sounds like you have quite the busy schedule!” 
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b. “You just massively friendzoned Stephanie, haha.” 
Sentence Type 
21. Interrogative: If the comment is asking a question, select this sentence type. 
For example: 
a. “How could you rephrase it?” 
b. “Is this relevant?” 
22. Imperative: If the comment is giving a command (something like “Do it.”), select this sentence type. 
For example:  
c. “Make sure you are giving enough detail” 
d. “Refer to Comment 1.” 
23. Declarative: If the comment is making a statement or offering a suggestion (something like “You 
should/need to do it.”), select this sentence type. 
For example: 
e. “It sounds very peaceful!” 
f. “You’ve got a nice, clear structure to your paper.” 
24. Exclamatory: If the comment is expressing strong feelings, possibly as a fragment and not necessarily 
with an exclamation point, select this sentence type. 
For example: 
g. “Great transition sentence!” 
h. “This is a great way to end your summary!” 
25. Other: If the comment is doing none of the above, select this type. 
For example: 
i.  
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APPENDIX G.    SAMPLE CODESHEET 
The rows with green highlights in column A are the units to be coded. 
 
 
 
